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Editor’s Essay: The Multi-Disciplinary
and Diverse Field of Crisis and Risk
Communication Research
Audra Diers-Lawson1 , and Florian Meißner2
1. School of Public Relations and Journalism, Leeds Business School, Leeds Beckett
University, Leeds, GB
2. Media Faculty, Macromedia University of Applied Sciences, Cologne, Germany
ABSTRACT
The field of crisis and risk communication research has always been multidisciplinary
bringing together researchers from many fields like business, public relations, political
science, sociology, psychology, journalism, tourism, and public health. However, there
is often a common perception outside the fields of crisis communication that is a corporate discipline focused mostly on helping organizations manage their reputations.
As the pieces in this issue demonstrate, our field serves the public interest in many
ways and is a growing global field of study.
KEYWORDS: crisis communication, risk communication, education, health, risk perception, conflict studies, media, reputation, disasters

For those who regularly attend crisis and risk conferences or
specialist sessions at more general communication conferences
like the International Communication Association, World
Communication Association, or European Communication
Research and Education Association conferences it is clear that
risk and crisis research comes from a host of backgrounds certainly including public relations and business but also conflict
studies, media, public health, political science, sociology, tourism, as well as science, engineering, and technology (Austin &
CONTACT Audra Diers-Lawson
• E-mail: audra.lawson@leedsbeckett.ac.uk • School of Public Relations
and Journalism • Leeds Beckett University • Rose Bowl, Portland Crescent • Leeds, LS1 3HB, GB
Copyright 2021 Authors. Published under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
(CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) license.
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Jin, 2015; Diers-Lawson, 2017; Falkheimer & Olsson, 2015; Keen
et al., 2020; Meißner & von Nordheim, 2019; Slavkovikj et al.,
2014; Tömmel, 2020). Despite this diversity of focus, interest, and
topic colleagues in the field of communication and practitioners
often work under the assumption that crisis and risk research,
theory, and practice is primarily about reputation management.
We would suggest that while reputation management is an important area of study in crisis and risk communication that the pieces
in this issue demonstrate very clearly that it is only one of many
interests and applications in our field.
The geographic expansion of the field we discussed in the editor’s essay from volume 4 issue 1 (Diers-Lawson & Meißner, 2021)
and the special issue on COVID-19 (Jin et al., 2021) highlights the
growth and expansion of crisis and risk communication research.
Therefore, in this issue we highlight the diverse research perspectives and foci in the field of crisis and risk communication with the
five articles that have been included in the issue and argue that the
field is much more than many assume it to be.
Crisis and Risk Communication’s Multidisciplinary
Connections
In Diers-Lawson’s analyses of the trends in crisis communication
research from 1953 to 2015, she found clear evidence of the field’s
multidisciplinary nature (see Figure 1) from the very emergence
of the field. In this case, she was analyzing the types of journals
that published crisis communication articles. With research focusing on crisis communication published in journals like Natural
Hazards (Xiao et al., 2015), the Journal of Homeland Security
and Emergency Management (Wukich & Mergel, 2015), Tourism
Analysis (Liu et al., 2015), Computers in Human Behavior (Lachlan
et al., 2014), Public Relations Review (Jin et al., 2014), Journal of
Business Ethics (Bauman, 2011), Construction Management and
Economics (Loosemore, 1998), or Journal of the Korean Medical
Association (Choi et al., 2015) there is clear evidence that to
explore research in crisis and risk communication, it is critical to
read broadly.
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FIGURE 1 Summary of Crisis Communication as a Multidisciplinary
Field of Study

The multidisciplinary nature of crisis and risk communication research also helps to explain why colleagues within the field
of communication may sometimes have a narrow view of crisis
and risk research—they are most often coming across it within
the communication journals. Not surprisingly, in these journals the focus is often grounded in strategy or management, and
organization-focused (Kim et al., 2014). However, when analyses look deeper into the evolution of the field, while much of the
research in the field is tied to business, management, and communication, there is clear evidence of the field’s multidisciplinary
growth after 2000 (Diers-Lawson, 2017; Ha & Boynton, 2014).
This begs the question of how, within a specialist communication journal like the Journal of International Crisis and Risk
Communication Research (JICRCR), we fare on ensuring that
our research represents the field’s multidisciplinary growth. To
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evaluate this question, we have analyzed the central focus for each
of the articles in the four volumes of the journal (see Figure 2). As
a journal, we would argue that the diverse themes and disciplines
that contribute to crisis and risk communication research are well
represented so far.

FIGURE 2

Summary of JICRCR’s Disciplinary Themes

When comparing the research that has been published in the
JICRCR over the last 4 years with the themes emerging across all
journals that have published risk and communication research,
there are opportunities to broaden the research areas and collaboration evident in our journal. Generally, we have seen good evidence of research in this journal connecting crisis and risk research
to medicine and health, a corporate or reputational focus, media
(including social media research), politics, disasters, and public risk
perception. We have also seen some research connected to conflict
studies and education across the volumes. However, one critical
area of research that is not well represented in our journal is that
directly connecting science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. Of course, the health-related crisis research
that is strongly represented in the JICRCR is a meaningful connection to STEM. However, given that the industries connected to the
STEM fields are particularly crisis-prone (Diers-Lawson, 2020)
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and topics connected to STEM industries like climate change, data
security, technological innovation, or science communication represent some of the biggest risk and crisis communication topics
these are themes and settings to be developed more meaningfully
in the journal.
An Introduction to the Articles in Volume 4 Issue 3
Volume 4 of the JICRCR has produced inclusive and innovative
research from around the world (Diers-Lawson & Meißner, 2021;
Jin et al., 2021) addressing a variety of crises including a special
issue addressing views of COVID-19 from around the world. We
are pleased to present issue 3 as representative of this inclusive and
innovative research on crisis and risk communication research.
With research addressing crisis and risk in Germany, Italy, South
Korea, and the United States this issue continues to represent a
global focus on crisis and risk communication research. Moreover,
thematically, these articles address risk and crisis within the contexts of higher education, leadership, government, public risk perception, conflict studies, and public health debates thus embodying
important multidisciplinary conceptual and practical applications
of crisis and risk communication research. Finally, the contexts for
study acknowledge the continuing global COVID-19 pandemic
but also remind us that there are debates, conflicts, and crises
beyond the pandemic that must be addressed as well.
The first two articles in the issue address two of the ongoing
challenges related to COVID-19—the challenges in higher education and governance. Liu et al.’s piece, “Evolving Best Practices
in Crisis Communication: Examining U.S. Higher Education’s
Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic,” is an important piece
because as we have already seen in the new 2021/2022 academic
year colleges and universities around the world are still having to
make challenging policy decisions related to COVID-19 that balance the often contradictory or divergent demands of stakeholders
like government, students, their families, staff, and public health.
Sellnow-Richmond et al.’s piece, “Messages in Conflict: Examining
Leadership Communication During the COVID-19 Pandemic in
the U.S.,” picks up where Liu et al.’s piece left off by focusing on the
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often impossible positions that organizational, state, and national
government leaders may find themselves in when confronting
a major enduring pandemic like COVID-19. In this piece, the
authors consider the role of crisis severity, trust, reputation, and
credibility to better understand perceptions of leadership across a
long-term crisis. Together, both of these pieces provide important
insights that can be applied by decision-makers but also insights
that may also be developed and compared in a global context.
The third piece, Seo et al.’s “Unintended Effects of Risk Communication: Impacts of Message Fatigue, Risk Tolerance, and
Trust in Public Health Information on Psychological Reactance,”
takes a small step back from COVID-19 because the data on
vaccination attitudes in Italy was gathered in early 2020, before
the COVID-19 pandemic had fully developed in Italy and long
before a vaccination for COVID-19 was a possibility. This international collaboration provides important and data-based information about psychological reactance to vaccination that can guide
research on vaccination attitudes and provides an important point
of comparison on the factors influencing vaccine message acceptance or reactance. Beyond the vaccination context, the piece also
provides insight into message fatigue and its implications on attitudes and behavioral change as well. Similarly, the fourth piece,
Chon and Kim’s “Misinformation and Government Crisis Management in South Korea: Understanding Active Publics’ Belief in
Misinformation About the Yemeni Refugee Issue and Its Effect on
Active Communication Behaviors,” adds to Seo et al.’s analysis by
considering a very different context for public information processing but adds in the challenges of misinformation. Given that
we live in an environment with competing versions of the “truth”
about most issues, Chon and Kim’s application of the situation
theory of problem-solving to the Yemeni refugee issue illustrates
the challenging communication environment that governments
face in responding to global humanitarian issues. Finally, Kuhnhenn’s piece, “Gift im Bier: A Context-Sensitive Analysis of
Culturally-Rooted Messages and Humor in Risk Communication
on Glyphosate in Germany,” continues to focus on a stakeholder
perspective by exploring the importance and impact of culturally
rooted messages in stakeholder-centered risk communication.
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Review, Reflection, and Looking Ahead
In this editorial, we have highlighted that crisis and risk communication is far more interdisciplinary than is often assumed even
within our own field. Especially crisis communication is typically
associated with a corporate or reputational perspective. However,
we do not only see an increasing variety of disciplinary themes,
but also of theoretical approaches. The current issue of the Journal
of International Crisis and Risk Communication Research is already
a good example of this theoretical diversity. However, we argue
that for the future development of our field, it is necessary to make
further use of the broadening bandwidth of theories.
Though Jin and Austin (2020) note situational crisis communication theory (Coombs, 2007) and image repair theory (Benoit,
1997, 2004) remain commonly used heuristics for crisis communication, the field has grown and matured, the theoretical perspectives have diversified to address more than reputation and
corporate response. For instance, approaches such as rhetorical
arena theory (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017), the social-mediated
crisis communication model (Austin & Jin, 2016; Liu et al., 2012),
or the concept of (mediated) risk cultures (e.g., Cornia et al., 2014;
Meißner, 2019; Roslyng & Eskjær, 2017) are just some of the examples of theoretical diversity to address the pressing issues within
the field of crisis and risk communication.
Further inspiration can be drawn from adjacent disciplines
such as risk sociology or organizational psychology. For instance,
Gongora-Svartzman and Ramirez-Marquez (2021) have looked at
the connection between digital communication and social cohesion
in times of crisis. Doerfel et al. (2020) have described an emerging
science of resilience, offering insights that can help to make organizations less vulnerable during crises. Both approaches also highlight the crucial role of preparedness, which is another important
and timely issue we as a community need to promote on both academic and societal levels. We have highlighted that the Journal of
International Crisis and Risk Communication Research has a proven
record of welcoming interdisciplinary perspectives and a wide
range of theoretical lenses. However, we would like to invite even
more diversity in the future so that the journal can represent the
growing field of crisis and risk communication as well as possible.
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Evolving Best Practices in Crisis
Communication: Examining U.S. Higher
Education’s Responses to the COVID-19
Pandemic
Brooke Fisher Liu1 , JungKyu Rhys Lim1 , Duli Shi1 ,
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ABSTRACT
The COVID-19 pandemic started in December 2019 and has rapidly spread around
the globe. Among the institutions at the forefront of responding to COVID-19 are U.S.
colleges and universities. These institutions frequently face crises, but they have not
always managed these episodes successfully. Given the gravity of the pandemic, best
practices research can help higher education institutions combat public health crises
and other threats. This study examines and assesses the crisis communication of U.S.
colleges and universities in response to the COVID-19 pandemic using the best practices framework. Findings indicate that higher education institutions have employed
communication consistent with best practices, with some important modifications.
Findings also answer calls to contextualize crisis communication best practices within
specific organizational contexts and as a values-based framework.
KEYWORDS: public health, disaster, leadership, risk

The COVID-19 pandemic emerged in Wuhan, China, in December
2019 and rapidly spread around the globe (World Health
Organization, 2020). A year later, there were more than 20 million
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COVID-19 cases in the United States, which accounted for nearly
25% of all confirmed cases globally (Ponciano, 2021). While the
pandemic has touched all aspects of society, among the institutions at the forefront of responding are U.S. colleges and universities (Carlson & Gardner, 2020). Colleges and universities have
frequently faced crises, such as active shooters, weather-related
events, and issues of misconduct, but they have not always managed these episodes successfully (Moerschell & Novak, 2020; Wang
& Hutchins, 2010). Less is known about how colleges and universities have handled public health crises compared to other crisis
types, despite the prevalence of such threats on college campuses
(Jin et al., 2021). Given the gravity of the COVID-19 pandemic,
best practices research is needed to help higher education institutions combat the ongoing crisis (Mackert et al., 2020) as well as
future public health threats. Furthermore, crisis communicators
have asked for “tailor-made guidelines” (Claeys & Opgenhaffen,
2016, p. 243) so that theory is applicable to practice, and we answer
that call in this study.
This study assesses the crisis communication activities of U.S.
colleges and universities in response to the COVID-19 pandemic
through the lens of the best practices framework (e.g., Covello,
2003; Seeger, 2006; Seeger & Sellnow, 2019; Veil & Husted, 2012).
We argue that the best practices framework can serve as value
dimensions to assess how well organizations manage their crisis communication. We conducted 55 in-depth interviews with
37 leaders from 30 U.S. higher education institutions from May to
October 2020. Findings answer calls to contextualize crisis communication best practices within specific organizational contexts
(Janoske et al., 2013) and adds to our limited body of knowledge
on higher education crisis management (Moerschell & Novak,
2020). Findings also modify the existing best practices, including
adding an ethic of care to reflect that compassion must be infused
throughout crisis management. Other revisions include advocating that messages of empowerment must be matched with empowering actions and noting the role of organizations’ own media in
meeting publics’ crisis information needs.
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Literature Review
In this section, we briefly contextualize the impact of the COVID19 pandemic on U.S. higher education institutions, followed by a
review of best practices literature.
Higher Education and the COVID-19 Pandemic
The National Center for Education Statistics reports 4,298
degree-granting postsecondary institutions in the United States.
This includes 2-year and 4-year private and public degreegranting institutions (National Center for Education Statistics,
n.d.). The pandemic emerged quickly, disrupted enrollment and
extracurricular activities, limited many research activities, created
new expenses, and interrupted income. Some colleges may not
survive these disruptions (Carlson & Gardner, 2020; Whitford,
2020). Enrollment for all higher education institutions nationally
dropped 2.5% on average, while community college enrollment
saw a 10% decline (Amour, 2020). Higher education institutions
moved quickly to online education formats. Many institutions
reduced staff and some cut programs and majors. Occupancy of
dorms was significantly reduced and large events including athletics, theatrical and music performances, and even graduations
were cut or, when possible, moved online (Marinoni et al., 2020;
Polikoff, 2020). A best practices approach can assist in understanding university communication and responses to this historical crisis.
Overview of Best Practices
Best practices are part of a larger system of quality improvement,
standardization, and benchmarking widely used for a variety of
organizations (Anand & Kodali, 2008; Seeger, 2006). They are
defined as “a general set of standards, guidelines, norms, reference
points, or benchmarks that inform practice and are designed to
improve performance” (Seeger, 2006, p. 233). Organizations often
seek to identify standardized methods and procedures for their
operations. Seeger argued that benchmarking is a grounded theoretical approach that generalizes from patterns and categories evident in data to practice.
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Best Practices for Crisis Communication
Best practices have been widely used to guide organizations’ crisis
communication (Covello, 2003; Jarreau et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2016;
Seeger, 2006; Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). These industry-driven standards focus on the experiences of leaders and experts and help
organizations benchmark their crisis responses. To identify best
practices, scholars have used systematic reviews and assessment
of organizational processes (Seeger, 2006; Veil & Husted, 2012).
A majority of best practices are developed to assist organizations
in effectively addressing questions, such as what, when, and how
information should be conveyed during crises (Seeger, 2006; Veil
& Husted, 2012). Seeger (2006) and Seeger and Sellnow (2019)
synthesized 10 best practices for crisis communication, initially
from an expert panel process. These 10 practices are described
below.
Take a Process Approach to Crises
Risk and crisis communication is most effective when it is used early
in the decision-making process (Seeger, 2006). Crisis communication should not be reserved for communication after key decisions
are made. Instead, crisis communication should be an integral part
of the strategic decision-making process. This approach helps prevent the view of crisis communication as spin and enables higher
quality decision-making (Seeger, 2006). Crises, such as pandemics, can be long-lasting. By taking a process approach, leaders can
effectively respond at all stages of a crisis without neglecting one
or two stages (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019).
Engage in Pre-Event Planning
Crisis responses should begin with pre-event planning, identifying
potential risks and how we can mitigate those risks (Seeger, 2006).
It is important to note that pre-event planning does not necessarily provide a tangible outcome, but rather is an ongoing process
(Seeger, 2006). Part of this planning involves the process of identifying answers to what if questions (Reynolds, 2006). Questions
higher education administrators might ask themselves before a
pandemic include: “What if we lose students or instructors to a
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virus?,” “What if we have to close campus housing?,” and “How
can we prepare ourselves for the potential threat?” In addition
to developing answers to key questions, leaders should plan for
prompt responses (Veil & Husted, 2012). Planning for the logistics
of events is as important as responding to events.
Form Partnerships with Publics
The third best practice is to recognize the importance of publics and
build strong relationships with them. Publics may include community members, industry partners, government officials (Sellnow et
al., 2009), and, in the case of higher education, students, faculty,
staff, alumni, and donors, among others. Crisis communication
should take a dialogic approach with these publics to keep them
informed and offer them the opportunity to serve as resources
(Seeger, 2006; Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). The opposite is also true:
If partnerships are not strong, complications can occur (Janoske et
al., 2013). Some researchers have suggested crisis communication
needs to be an active part of the pre-event process so that publics can conduct their own planning (e.g., Sandman, 2006), which
can help strengthen partnerships before the onset of a crisis. For
example, citizen-led groups have self-organized before events to
provide swift water rescues after hurricanes (Smith et al., 2018).
Other researchers have developed communication guidance to
help publics realize their personal risks before crises occur and
how to mitigate those risks (Howe et al., 2017; Joffe et al., 2016).
Listen and Acknowledge Concerns of Publics
Part of managing partnerships with publics is listening, acknowledging, and responding to their concerns. Whether or not concerns are valid, “the public’s perception is its reality” (Seeger, 2006,
p. 239). These concerns can spiral out of control, perpetuating
falsehoods and rumors if they are unaddressed (Reynolds, 2006).
Therefore, responding to concerns is important to establish organizational credibility and can strengthen organization-public relationships (Coombs, 2019; Ulmer, 2001). When an organization
can build credibility with its publics, trust in its crisis response
increases (Liu & Mehta, 2020; Seeger, 2006).
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Communicate with Honesty, Candor, and Openness
Seeger (2006) noted that maintaining honesty, candor, and openness is the fundamental exigency in crisis communication. During
a pandemic, timely and transparent dissemination of credible scientific information can cultivate public trust and confidence in crisis managers (Reynolds & Quinn, 2008; Seeger et al., 2018). Crisis
managers should avoid over assurance, and instead acknowledge
the strengths and limitations of existing data (Reynolds & Quinn,
2008; Seeger, 2006). Seeger and Sellnow (2019) noted that there is
a tendency among some crisis managers to withhold information.
Many believe that by doing so they are operating in the best interest of the public by avoiding needless panic. However, this tendency of some crisis managers can reduce public trust. Moreover,
being less than honest in public communication may backfire as
media organizations seek additional information (Veil & Husted,
2012).
Collaborate and Coordinate with Credible Sources
Establishing strong relationships and coordination with credible
interorganizational and intraorganizational sources is essential
for successful crisis responses (Covello, 2003; Reynolds & Quinn,
2008; Veil et al., 2011). A strong relationship with credible sources
enhances consistency of crisis messages and allows organizations
to benchmark the effectiveness of their responses. Seeger et al.
(2018) suggested that typically credibility is established through
credentials, expertise, and the nature of the information. During
public health crises, managers need to continuously evaluate credible sources, select subject area experts, and develop relationships
with publics at all levels (Reynolds & Quinn, 2008; Seeger, 2006).
Moreover, a communication breakdown can create further uncertainty and confusion. The best practices suggest that crisis managers develop a pre-crisis network with credible sources, including
subject matter experts and the media (Seeger, 2006; Veil et al.,
2011). Researchers also have recommended collaborating with
members of the public given the possibility of two-way dialogue
offered by social media platforms (Lin et al., 2016).
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Meet the Needs of the Media and Remain Accessible
During public health emergencies, demand for information rapidly escalates. Publics typically learn about the risks associated
with crises through mass media (Seeger, 2006; Veil & Husted,
2012). While crisis managers depend on journalists to communicate risks, media also serve as a significant tool for collecting crisis
information (Veil et al., 2008). As such, media should be viewed
as an important tool for both conveying information and environmental scanning. Unfortunately, some managers view communicating with journalists as a liability rather than as a resource for
crisis management (Seeger, 2006; Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). Further,
some managers wrongly perceive the media as part of their imminent problem such that the managers become extremely defensive when they communicate about crises with journalists (Seeger,
2006). The best practices suggest that crisis managers need to
proactively communicate with journalists, including working to
understand journalists’ needs and providing them with tailored
information (Janoske et al., 2013; Seeger, 2006; Seeger et al., 2018).
Communicate with Compassion
Compassion is an essential element of effective crisis communication (Seeger, 2006) and should be infused throughout the
crisis management process (Heath, 2006; Mackert et al., 2020).
Communicating with compassion includes recognizing and
respecting diverse audiences’ unique needs (Covello, 2003) and
being willing to see the crisis through their eyes (Seeger & Sellnow,
2019). A compassionate crisis response also involves prioritizing
publics’ needs over organizational concerns like reputation repair
(Lu & Schuldt, 2016; Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). For managing public health crises, a driving principle should always be caring for
people first (Liu et al., 2018). Doing so enables organizations to
build trust with their publics, which can facilitate timely crisis
responses and recovery (Veil & Husted, 2012).
Accept Uncertainty and Ambiguity
All crises are uncertain and ambiguous events because it is difficult to accurately predict what will happen (Seeger & Sellnow,

320

LIU, LIM, SHI, EDWARDS, ISLAM, SHEPPARD, and SEEGER

2019). Uncertainty can also emerge about what caused the crisis
and what actions publics can take to protect themselves (Noar &
Austin, 2020; Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). Acknowledging this uncertainty is an important best practice (Seeger, 2006). Instead of being
overly certain or reassuring, organizations should acknowledge
the fluidity of crises (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). If protective guidance changes during a crisis, communicators need to clearly and
consistently explain why (Noar & Austin, 2020).
Communicate Messages of Empowerment
Messages of empowerment provide publics with specific and clear
information about what they can do to reduce their harm (Seeger,
2006). To be effective, messages should be tailored so that publics
receive and internalize the most appropriate protective action recommendations given their specific risk factors (Liu et al., 2018;
Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). During public health crises, publics need
to know the likelihood of infection and mortality along with how
predictable and controllable the threat is (Jin et al., 2020; Roche &
Muskavich, 2003). Publics also need to know what they can do to
mitigate threats (Roche & Muskavich, 2003), why they should take
recommended actions (Noar & Austin, 2020), and what authorities are doing to mitigate risks (Jin et al., 2020). Furthermore, communicators need to clearly share a wide variety of steps publics
can take to protect themselves and explain how these steps may
evolve as the crisis evolves (Avery & Kim, 2009). Communicators
also must be clear on what behaviors they want to change (Noar &
Austin, 2020).
Research Questions
Given the literature review, we ask the following research questions:
RQ1: To what extent have U.S. higher education institutions employed
the best practices in crisis communication in their responses to the
COVID-19 pandemic?
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RQ2: To what extent have new best practices emerged in the context
of U.S. higher education institutions’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic?

The answers to these questions uncover how higher education
institutions have responded to this prolonged and historical crisis
and offer opportunities to potentially update the best practices in
light of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Method
To answer the research questions, we conducted 55 in-depth interviews with 37 leaders from 30 U.S. higher education institutions
from May to October 2020. This time frame reflects institutions’
early responses to the pandemic as leaders responded to major
disruptions during the spring 2020 semester and planned for the
fall 2020 semester.
Participants
Using snowball sampling and maximum variation, we recruited
a diverse group of interview participants. First, we developed a
list of potential participants through our personal contacts knowing that it would be difficult to access leaders during an ongoing
crisis (Ha & Riffe, 2015). When our personal networks had been
exhausted, we sought leaders at institutions not well represented
yet in our sample, applying Suri’s (2011) principle of maximum
variation by using the Carnegie Classifications of Institutions of
Higher Education (“The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of
Higher Education,” 2020). By the end of our recruitment, we had
reached out to leaders at 137 institutions, securing written consent for 37 leaders to participate in our interviews. Recruitment
ended when ongoing data analysis indicated theoretical saturation
(Corbin & Strauss, 2015).
To be included in our sample, participants had to serve as U.S.
higher education leaders (chancellors, presidents, vice presidents,
provosts, deans, and professors) and serve on their institution’s
COVID-19 crisis management team. Nineteen 4-year public universities, two 2-year public institutions, one public baccalaureate/
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associate’s college, and eight private institutions were represented
in this study (i.e., 37 leaders across 30 U.S. higher education institutions). In reporting the findings, we use pseudonyms to protect
the participants’ identities, as approved by the Institutional Review
Boards that cleared this study.
Data Collection and Analysis
We conducted two rounds of interviews to assess to what extent
leaders applied the best practices in the early stages of their
COVID-19 responses (i.e., May–October 2020). The first round
of interviews lasted from 20 to 61 minutes, with an average of
46 minutes. The same interview guide questions were used across
all interviews. Rather than ask about each best practice, we
employed open-ended questions to capture institutions’ responses.
This approach allowed us to probe for best practices as needed, but
did not constrain the data collected to only the best practices identified in the literature. In doing so, we were able to uncover how
participants applied the existing best practices in their COVID-19
responses (RQ1) along with important modifications to the best
practices (RQ2).
The initial interview guide consisted of 19 open-ended questions examining how institutions planned for and responded
to the pandemic. Topics included use of crisis plans and other
resources, learning from other institutions’ responses, emerging
tensions, developing and implementing communication strategies and messages, implementing lessons learned, and reflecting
on opportunities for improvement. Example questions included:
“When communicating with your key stakeholders, what have
been your primary message strategies and why?,” “What, if anything, have you learned from other higher education institutions
that are responding to COVID-19?,” and “Are there particular tensions or points of conflict that have emerged as your school or
college has responded to COVID-19? If so, what are those?” The
follow-up interview guide consisted of seven questions examining how institutions’ responses to the pandemic had evolved over
time. Example questions included: “Briefly, describe your one biggest ‘aha’ moment over the past month or so in terms of a part

Examining U.S. Higher Education’s Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic

323

of your COVID-19 response?,” “In what ways have you received
feedback from internal and external stakeholders?,” “How, if at all,
has that feedback influenced your response to COVID-19?”
Each initial and follow-up interview was conducted and
recorded via Zoom and then professionally transcribed. We
selected a research firm that protects the identity of participants by
requiring all transcribers to sign nondisclosure agreements. Three
to 10 weeks after the initial interview, we conducted follow-up
interviews with leaders from 25 of the 30 original institutions.
These follow-up interviews averaged 24 minutes in length, with
a range of 14 to 39 minutes. One participant had retired and four
participants declined to participate in the second interview.
To analyze the data, we took a deductive and inductive
approach (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). Deductively, we divided into
teams with two researchers coding each of the 10 best practices
identified in the literature. We then met as a whole team to discuss
our initial findings. Inductively, the team employed Corbin and
Strauss’s (2015) grounded theory analytic strategies to consider to
what extent the best practices “fit” the data. These analytic strategies include looking for negative cases, using participants’ own
words to label codes, making comparisons among participants’
insights and the prior literature, constantly questioning the data
through re-analysis, and reflecting on the biases and assumptions
that the researchers may bring to the analysis and pushing back on
those “red flags” (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 98).
The next section presents the findings, organized by each best
practice. We employed pseudonyms to protect the identity of the
participants. In the final section, we discuss how the findings support some of the prior literature (RQ1) as well as offer revised best
practices (RQ2).

Findings
Take a Process Approach to Crises
A process approach was prevalent in all institutions’ responses to
COVID-19, with some important variability as further discussed
below.
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Impact of Past Crises on COVID-19 Readiness
Participants discussed a variety of past crises that, in theory,
should have prepared them for COVID-19. In practice, most participants agreed that experience with past crises was inadequate to
prepare for the pandemic. As Blake recounted: “Those plans, they
had overplanned. In other words, they had planned for a crisis that
didn’t really take place with as much disruption, like it has now.”
Only a few participants identified specific past efforts that
positively influenced their institutions’ COVID-19 responses,
including after-action reports and experiences with recent public health and financial crises. More broadly, several participants
emphasized the importance of past training exercises and plans in
helping them understand response protocols for the early days of
the COVID-19 pandemic. As Emerson explained: “The key is to
be prepared. There’s a great quote from President Dwight Eisenhower, who, of course, planned the D-Day invasion. He says, ‘In an
emergency, plans are useless, but planning is essential.’”
Constant Vigilance and Adaptation
All leaders discussed how the long duration of the pandemic coupled with high uncertainty necessitated constant vigilance and
adaptation. To address this challenge, participants had to constantly re-evaluate their decisions. For example, Avery explained:
“The ah-ha was that this virus is so insidious and it affects us in our
communities and in congregate housing in ways that we can’t predict. That we’re constantly going to have to be vigilant about being
responsive.” Participants explained how adaptation is sometimes
reactive, but ideally should be strategic. Further, leaders need to
have the ability to change paths as the crisis evolves. As Charlie
summarized:
I wish everybody would understand that it’s difficult to be in a leadership position making decisions, but you have to have the courage and
the humility to say that a decision was good for yesterday, but it’s not
good for today.
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Furthermore, taking a process approach includes vigilance to
cascading or compound crises, including the racial justice reckoning embedded within the COVID-19 pandemic. A few participants
discussed committees being formed to discuss systematic racism
on campus along with launching speaker series and appointing
new diversity and inclusion officers.
Three challenges emerged to a process approach. First, several participants noted that higher education institutions have a
culture of slow change, which is not compatible with the need to
quickly pivot during crises. Second, higher education institutions
have planned for short-duration crises, such as severe weather or
active shooters, but not long-duration crises. Third, due to the long
duration of the COVID-19 pandemic, only a few leaders in our
study have been able to track data for after-action (i.e., post-crisis)
evaluations. Blake explained: “We haven’t even gotten there. So,
our after-action analysis hasn’t yet taken place because we’re still
in the action stage.”
Engage in Pre-Event Planning
As noted in the prior section, participants unanimously agreed
that their crisis plans were inadequate to address the high uncertainty of COVID-19 and the long duration of the pandemic. As
Nolan summarized: “This is a very unique crisis, and so we had to
create it [the plan] on the run.” Pre-event plans served as a starting point to manage the pandemic for several participants. Bailey
noted: “You have something to start building from and then as
you gain more information about the situation, you evolve your
program.” Pre-event plans also helped build relationships with
on-campus experts, as we further discuss later in the results section (see findings for collaborating and coordinating with credible
sources).
Form Partnerships with Publics
Forming strong partnerships has been essential to U.S. higher education institutions’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, as further discussed below.
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Public Health Authorities and Local Leaders
Higher education leaders frequently partnered with public health
authorities, especially at the local level. These authorities helped
universities structure their plans and responses in line with federal, state, and local requirements. As Parker explained:
There were innumerable external groups offering guidance. . . . And in
essence, they were all very similar in what you needed to think about.
So, for us, having the general framework from [city name removed]
said, okay, this is the one we have to do, we’ll use this one. That was
helpful.

A few higher education leaders discussed a symbiotic relationship
with public health authorities. In these cases, campus personnel
actively participated in state emergency operations centers or partnered with governments to develop statewide policies and protocols. For example, Hunter shared: “Our School of Public Health
has been tapped as the state’s support for public health issues, policies, guidelines, trends, any number of issues that have supported
the state’s decision-making hierarchy.” In addition to public health
authorities, local elected leaders emerged as important partners for
higher education institutions. Like with public health authorities,
relationships with local elected leaders were sometimes symbiotic.
While most higher education leaders discussed positive relationships with public health authorities and local elected leaders,
not all agreed. Several participants criticized the federal government and the World Health Organization for insufficient and
sometimes contradictory guidance. For example, Taylor raised
concerns about “opening ourselves to endless litigation if something does happen” without protection from the state.
On-Campus Experts
In line with the preference to partner with external public health
authorities, higher education leaders shared the importance of
on-campus public health experts when available.
Public Health Experts. On-campus public health experts
included campus health and counseling centers as well as faculty
members. These experts helped with a range of issues, including
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modifying heating and cooling systems, developing campus testing
and contact tracing protocols, vetting social distancing guidance,
developing treatments and tests, and providing content expertise
for decisions. As Parker emphasized:
We have a new public health program on campus within the last couple of years. The director of that program and our faculty have proven
to be incredibly important internal resources and expertise for us. I
think we all feel like if we had had this happen more than a couple
of years ago, we wouldn’t have had that content expertise on campus.

A couple of participants further noted that sometimes these
partnerships were serendipitous rather than planned. For instance,
a vice president at one institution read about a campus public
health historian in a newspaper article and then invited that professor to help train their emergency response team.
While most institutions emphasized partnerships with public health in-house experts, a few leaders discussed the benefits of
involving faculty with other expertise. For example, one institution
created an ethics and privacy committee and another institution
established a risk communication advisory group. A few participants also emphasized the central role that information technology and instructional design experts played in the transition to
online learning. Information technology also supported a variety
of other functions. For instance, Hayden mentioned:
We want to be able to leverage technologies during a crisis. . . . Some
of it is in some workflows with some processes that need to take
place with regard to approval for people to come back on campus.
So, they’re [IT] helping with those workflow processes. They’re also
helping with our contact tracing technologies and our self-assessment
health screening technology.

Peer Networks
All leaders emphasized the critical importance of peer networks
in helping them respond to COVID-19. As Riley shared: “All of us
are connected to our counterparts throughout the state because
we’re all facing the same crisis. . . . Everybody steals shamelessly.
It’s not even that. It’s like everybody offers to help everybody else.”
In addition to helping each other shape decisions and actions,
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peer networks helped institutions present a unified face for tricky
decisions, such as when to cancel or suspend athletics. While recognizing the critical role of peer collaboration in navigating the
novel virus, several leaders revealed that the competitive nature
of higher education hampered some collaborations. For instance,
Nolan observed: “Independent of a pandemic, there’s just a culture
of competition in terms of Big 10 universities, research universities, then, of course, public and private.”
Listen and Acknowledge Concerns of Publics
Leaders noted that listening and acknowledging community
members’ concerns has been at the forefront of their COVID19 responses. This has occurred through formal venues, such as
virtual town halls, emails, surveys, and newsletters. For example,
Avery shared:
I kept thinking about the ways I connect with students. I’ve been sending an e-newsletter out to students every Wednesday. I’m in my apartment doing a selfie. It’s acknowledging, this is big, and it’s hard, and
it’s complicated, and of course, you’re struggling. They’re like, “Oh my
gosh, thank you for understanding.” I’m like, I can’t even believe that
somebody wouldn’t understand that.

To a lesser extent, listening occurred organically, such as through
social media monitoring.
Leaders identified several benefits of listening and acknowledging concerns. First, doing so can help institutions recognize
imperfect solutions. As Jordan said:
Listening to their concerns from people who are saying, “I don’t know
what’s going on,” and let them feel heard, and work with them. . . . But,
then reminding everyone that we’re doing what we can to continue to
have a safe and open campus.

Second, listening and acknowledging concerns allows leaders
to recognize the problems their publics face while providing reassurances. For instance, Hayden shared:

Examining U.S. Higher Education’s Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic

329

If somebody suggests something that we can do, and we think it’s a
valid suggestion, then we will absolutely try to do it. We have some
recent faculty feedback where they were not happy with one of the
testing strategies we implemented. So, we did adapt.

Third, listening and acknowledging helps leaders address the
mental health concerns that have been prevalent throughout this
pandemic. Morgan shared: “All of that uncertainty bakes in anxiety into our staff and community. The only thing you can do to
confront that is to validate, and then, communicate, communicate,
communicate.”
Collaborate and Coordinate with Credible Sources
As previously noted, partnerships with on-campus and offcampus experts were essential to institutions’ COVID-19 responses.
In collaborating and coordinating with credible sources, leaders
discussed the importance of relationship building and maintenance. Some participants further discussed the challenges associated with forced partnerships. We further discuss these findings
below.
Relationship Building and Maintenance
Multiple participants noted that the relationships they built with
colleagues on- and off-campus have been essential for effectively
collaborating and coordinating during the pandemic. As Dakota
shared: “When a crisis hits, it’s difficult to spend the time to try
and develop those relationships. . . . A lot of crisis response is
dependent on existing relationships and other people who might
be facing similar questions or issues.”
Others observed that the pandemic revealed a need for them
to focus more on strategic relationship building and maintenance
in the future. For example, Jordan noted:
One of the things that the pandemic showed us was how siloed we
were, even across sectors in the university that really needed to be
working together. So, I think that’s one of the biggest things. It has
shown us how much we need to make a concerted intentional effort to
maintain these relationships in the long-term.
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Forced Partnerships
A few participants in large state systems noted that, at times, coordination was mandated from the head of the system to maintain
consistency across institutions. As an example, Hayden discussed
a statewide collaboration, noting: “We are very much in lockstep
with the state. Our governor’s office has put together a council
of higher education and college presidents, so that we’re getting
very specific information directly from the governor’s office.”
Sometimes mandated consistency posed collaboration challenges,
such as when institutions had to change their COVID-19 testing
protocols to align with other institutions in the same system. At
other times, forced collaboration resulted in delayed responses.
Communicate with Honesty, Frankness, and Openness
Leaders equated communicating with honesty, frankness, and
openness with communicating with transparency. They discussed
the importance of considering scientific data with what is the “right
thing to do” (Riley). The goal was to strategically share meaningful information with their publics. Ultimately, balancing scientific
accuracy with transparency has been a tremendous challenge. As
Sidney shared, “Having information that is clear and concise is like
trying to nail Jell-O to a wall.” Furthermore, there is a tricky balance between sufficient transparency and inundating publics with
too much information. For instance, Charlie noted, “We have to be
careful not to overwhelm things.”
Meet the Needs of the Media and Remain Accessible
All of the participants stated that social media and conventional
media played an important role in information gathering and
information dissemination, as further discussed below.
Information Gathering
Social and conventional media have helped leaders gather information to guide their COVID-19 response strategies. In particular,
media have helped leaders learn how colleagues at similar institutions are responding to the pandemic. For instance, Emerson
shared:
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Every time somebody published something, somebody would talk
about it in the media or one of the cabinet-level people would get a
hold of it and it would get shared around. And now it’s like, “Are we
doing all this too?”

In addition, social media have been instrumental in gathering
publics’ concerns. Many leaders described media monitoring to
detect concerns posted on social media channels. A few participants described monitoring channels dedicated for specific publics to understand different groups’ concerns. For example, Sam
recounted, “We have a parent Facebook page. I’ve seen what some
parents have written and they’re concerned, as any parent would
be of a new student.”
Some participants employed social media to track and manage COVID-19 misinformation. In doing so, they tapped internal
experts. As Gracen recalled:
There were notes that an incoming freshman had been posting racist
comments and offensive material [related to COVID-19]. A couple of
our faculty members, who are experts in disinformation online, did a
deep dive into that content and discovered that it was a troll account.
It was not a real person, it was not a real student.

Information Dissemination
Leaders mostly used media for information gathering. In addition,
some leaders proactively used media to promote their institutions’
success stories and to provide community resources. For example,
Jamie shared, “We’re proactively promoting news about the institution, which involves media outreach as well as website content,
supporting assets, video, photo, and then a strong social media
presence.” Speaking about sharing community resources, several
participants mentioned that they created dedicated COVID-19
webpages, rather than going through mass media. For example,
Dakota observed:
We’ve put [COVID-19] information on our website, we’ve done livestream video broadcasts from leadership at the college. We’ve made
videos that are both informative and also some entertaining things.
We tried a variety of communications to send to people, and then we
have to reiterate and follow up.
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Communicate with Compassion and Empathy
Throughout the pandemic, leaders emphasized communicating
with compassion and empathy to reach diverse publics. Leaders
also emphasized compassion in actions, as further discussed below.
Compassion at the Core of Higher Education
Participants discussed the critical importance of communicating with compassion. As Sam shared: “I think that we’re a people
business and we’re centered on people. We’re centered on our students and what our students need and around what our employees
need.” In the pandemic, compassion needs to be extended to all
community members, and sometimes publics need reminders to
do so. For example, Avery mentioned:
I’ve got lots of students saying, “My faculty member doesn’t know how
to teach [online],” I’m like, “I know that, and you know what? Your
faculty member probably knows that too. . . . You need to offer some
grace.”

Leaders also emphasized that communicating with compassion
includes targeting specific messages to different publics. As Charlie
commented: “Everybody needs the big broad messages, but there
are many that need specific and individual messaging just for them
because their circumstance is that different.”
Compassion in Actions
While leaders agreed that communicating with compassion is
essential, they also emphasized the importance of taking actions
that reflect compassion. Leaders frequently discussed mental
health concerns and provided additional support for community
members. Hunter shared: “The emphasis has been making sure
that our students feel supported, safe. We’ve increased counseling
services to make sure that there’s an availability, so they can deal
with the stress.” Other actions included changing grading policies, allowing some employees to work from home, and providing
increased IT support, mental health counseling, and other services. Offering options for publics is another way that institutions
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have put compassion into action, such as options to take classes
online or in-person and options for some faculty and staff to work
from home.
Accept Uncertainty and Ambiguity
Participants were keenly aware of the uncertainty and ambiguity inherent in COVID-19 and the related communication challenges. As Bailey summarized: “People are looking for absolutes.”
Furthermore, institutions frequently have to pivot as crises evolve,
but participants explained that these pivots can become “pain
points.” Phoenix further explained:
I want to be able to send a clear message, but that is the real pain point.
There is so much change so frequently that it’s almost like, well, the
next day we have to send out something that’s saying, “Oh well, we
told you this, but now it’s this.”

To mitigate these pain points, participants suggested integrating
uncertainty into crisis messages.
Communicating Messages of Empowerment
Leaders found it critical to empower publics to take protective
behaviors to limit the potential spread of coronavirus on campus.
As Owen said: “Responsibility is on 18-to-22-year-olds. They need
to follow the protocols and we’ll make it to the end of the semester.
We’re putting a lot of faith in them.” Leaders further noted that
they were attempting a culture shift. For instance, Hayden shared:
“We’re working on shifting the culture, so that people understand
that physical distancing and wearing masks are part of our new
normal.”
Several participants discussed peer-to-peer training as an
effective tactic to support the campus community commitment
message. Quinn explained: “Our team created a COVID education
video that we’ve shared with peer advisors that have been trained,
kind of a train-the-trainer. So, it’s peer-driven, which I think is
so much more effective [than top-down messages].” Other institutions encouraged their community members to create online
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content to support messages of community safety, often with a
dedicated hashtag. In some cases, institutions awarded prizes to
randomly selected community members who participated in these
online campaigns.
Complimenting Empowerment with Resources,
Consequences, and Options
To complement messages of empowerment, institutions offered
resources in the form of personal protective equipment and access
to COVID-19 tests. For example, Gracen said: “We’ve had a mask
station all week for people that forgot their mask. We’ve given
every student, faculty, and staff member [a mask]. We have these
masks where you could see mouths.”
When messages of empowerment failed, some institutions
employed disciplinary measures. Often, these measures involved
student suspensions. Some institutions employed conversations
before immediately going to disciplinary measures. For example,
Quinn observed:
We had suspended three students in the residence halls, one for not
following the guest policy and two for having too many people in their
room in a party situation. We highlighted that so people were aware
that we have a zero-tolerance policy and that there are going to be
consequences.

More often than enacting consequences leaders recommended
offering options. As Lennon said: “We’re navigating by offering many different options. Students can either take their classes
online, in-person, or a hybrid.”

Discussion
Using the best practices framework, this study assesses the crisis communication activities of U.S. colleges and universities in
response to one of the most impactful crises of our time. Findings
broadly indicate that higher education institutions have employed
communication activities that are consistent with the best practices, with some important modifications.
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Best Practices and the COVID-19 Pandemic (RQ1)
Process Approach and Pre-Event Planning
Consistent with the best practices (Seeger, 2006; Seeger &
Sellnow, 2019), U.S. higher education institutions adopted a process approach driven by the pandemic’s extended duration, high
uncertainty, and unprecedented disruption. Feedback and ongoing assessment allowed for adaptation of responses. While the
participating colleges and universities generally reported having
crisis plans, the plans only provided a starting point for COVID19 responses. Although the specifics of the plans may have been
of limited relevance, the structures of response and management
were helpful for some institutions. While developing contingencies for a wider range of events would increase the utility of plans,
bolstering structures and guidelines included in plans might also
improve response capacity.
Form Strategic Partnerships with Publics and Listen to
Concerns of Publics
The unprecedented nature of the pandemic encouraged U.S. colleges and universities to form strategic partnerships with their
publics. External partnerships with other higher education institutions and governments were especially important as sources of
information. In some cases, internal publics also provided important subject matter expertise. The best practice of listening to the
concerns of publics (Reynolds, 2006; Seeger, 2006) was used extensively for adjusting to the evolving pandemic conditions. This also
helped institutions foreground the needs of key publics, including students, and manifest responses in line with an ethic of care
(Liu et al., 2021; St. John III & Pearson, 2016). Listening, therefore,
allowed U.S. higher education institutions to refine responses and
maintain an ethical stance.
Coordinate and Collaborate with Credible Sources
In line with the best practices (Seeger, 2006; Veil et al., 2011), coordinating and cooperating with credible sources was used to collect and share information with peer institutions. Those who were
identified as preferred partners were credible sources with the most
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relevant subject matter expertise. Coordination and cooperation
were characterized as a primary feature of the pandemic response;
few leaders advocated for taking an independent approach.
Remaining Transparent and Accessible to the Media
The best practice of frankness and honesty (Reynolds & Quinn,
2008; Seeger, 2006) was operationalized in interesting ways.
Administrators made strategic choices about what to communicate under conditions of high uncertainty, while seeking to be
responsive to their publics’ needs. The high uncertainty, driven in
part by the duration of the pandemic, challenged the goal of transparency. In this pandemic, leaders operationalized frankness and
honesty as transparency.
The best practice of remaining open and accessible to the
media (Seeger, 2006; Veil & Husted, 2012) created challenges.
Media, social and conventional, were used extensively for information collection and dissemination. The volume of information
and the need to respond quickly overwhelmed some institutions’
capacities to respond. Other institutions strategically employed
media to learn about diverse publics’ needs and to communicate
resources and requirements.
Compassion as an Ethic of Care and Manage Uncertainty
According to leaders in our study, compassionate responses to the
pandemic have been paramount given the high level of disruption and the associated mental health challenges. Compassionate
responses reflect a larger ethic of care (Liu et al., 2021; St. John
III & Pearson, 2016). The needs of students were foregrounded in
efforts to reflect compassionate responses, but leaders also shared
the importance of adopting an ethic of care for faculty and staff.
An ethic of care helped leaders adapt to the very high levels of
uncertainty. Administrators sought to reflect the uncertainty they
faced, yet were confronted by ongoing requests for more certainty.
Balancing the demand of publics and the inherent uncertainty was
a major theme in institutions’ responses.
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Communicating Messages of Empowerment
Communicating messages of empowerment (Seeger, 2006) created
challenges for leaders seeking to encourage compliance with public
health recommendations. These recommendations were critical to
managing the impact of COVID-19 on campus, yet some publics
resisted. Ultimately, some leaders advocated for pairing messages
of empowerment with resources, options, and, when necessary,
enforcement with disciplinary measures.
Modified Best Practices (RQ2)
U.S. college and university leaders engaged in COVID-19 communication that was broadly consistent with the best practices framework proposed by Seeger (2006). Some best practices appeared
more central to COVID-19 responses than others, based at least
in part on the circumstances of the pandemic. Partnerships, for
example, were developed among similarly situated institutions.
The specific form the best practices take, therefore, is contingent
upon the context. While best practices could easily be critiqued
as cookie-cutter approaches (Liu et al., 2018), every industry and
disaster are different. A contingency approach acknowledges the
important variability in context.
The data suggest some modifications to the initial formulation of the best practices (Seeger, 2006). First, the best practice of
communicating with compassion should be revised to lead with
an ethic of care. This revision reflects that compassion must be
infused throughout the crisis management process, and not just
in messaging. Similarly, messages of empowerment should be
reformulated to reflect empowering publics. Messages of empowerment must be matched with empowering actions and providing
resources and options. In some cases, enforcement measures must
be enacted.
The best practice of meeting the needs of the media and
remaining accessible should reflect that most organizations have
their own digital and social media channels through which publics can directly interact with organizations. These publics include
primary stakeholders, such as students, faculty, staff, government

338

LIU, LIM, SHI, EDWARDS, ISLAM, SHEPPARD, and SEEGER

agencies, as well as secondary stakeholders, such as journalists and
other higher education institutions. Accordingly, a revised best
practice should reflect meeting a variety of publics’ information
needs. Accepting uncertainty should also include helping publics
accept uncertainty. Finally, communicating with honesty, candor,
and openness can be truncated to communicate with transparency. In sum, Table 1 presents the revised best practices.
TABLE 1

Revised Best Practices

Best Practices in Risk and Crisis Communication
1

Take a process approach to crises.

2

Engage in pre-event planning.

3

Lead with an ethic of care.

4

Meet publics’ information needs.

5

Communicate with transparency.

6

Collaborate with credible sources.

7

Form partnerships with publics.

8

Empower publics.

9

Listen and acknowledge publics’ concerns.

10

Accept uncertainty and help publics accept uncertainty.

As was seen in this study, each crisis manifests challenges
in enacting certain best practices. Adapting response strategies
requires ongoing feedback and assessment. In the case of the
COVID-19 pandemic, some of the best practices played a stronger
role in informing institutions’ responses than others. For instance,
the need to accept the high level of uncertainty and leading with
an ethic of care were especially prevalent in institutions’ responses
to the pandemic. Other best practices, such as pre-event planning,
were seen as less salient due to the long duration and highly disruptive nature of the pandemic. This finding suggests that best
practices may function in a hierarchical manner with some best
practices rising to the forefront for informing crisis management.
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In other words, best practices might be characterized as an integrated framework for crisis communication rather than a discrete
set of independent strategies.
Limitations
This study was conducted while the pandemic was ongoing and
the final impacts on U.S. colleges and universities are not yet fully
known. Moreover, we do not know if the modified best practices
transfer to contexts outside of the U.S. and to other crisis types. In
addition, COVID-19 has been an especially broad, disruptive, and
long duration crisis, and these results may not transfer to other
more limited events.

Conclusion
Facing the pandemic’s widespread disruption, high uncertainty,
and long duration, U.S. colleges and universities enacted crisis
communication responses that were broadly consistent with the
best practices framework with some important modifications.
General frameworks that provide direction and guidance, while
allowing for contingent responses, may be especially important in
managing new threats with high impacts. Best practices can help
translate research findings to inform and improve crisis management and provide value dimensions to guide ethical responses.
As the COVID-19 pandemic continues and other pandemics are
on the horizon (Spinney, 2021), findings from this study can help
leaders protect their communities.
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across states and the federal level, with messages often contradicting one another. Meanwhile, organizations encountered an unfamiliar crisis landscape, and worked to maintain the health of the
organization as well as its members.
Leadership is an important aspect of guiding constituents
through any crisis, whether at the government or organizational
level (e.g., Anthony et al., 2013; Herovic et al., 2014; Liu et al.,
2020). In this study, we examine perceptions of federal and state
leadership, as the pandemic response was often left to individual
states to make state-specific decisions. We also examine perceptions of organizational leadership, as the decisions of employer
organizations often had the most direct impact on employees’ lives,
particularly early on in the pandemic. We examine perceptions at
two important points in the pandemic, first in early May 2020, just
after shelter-in-place orders began to be lifted and more businesses
were beginning to reopen and second in mid-November 2020 as
daily COVID-19 infections and deaths were increasing rapidly.
We used a two-pronged approach to understand how employees navigated the pandemic within the context of their employing
organization at these two points in time. We start with an overview of pertinent literature. We next explain our methodological approach and present the results of both the quantitative and
qualitative components of the study. Then, we offer a discussion of
these findings and present conclusions.
COVID-19 Pandemic in the United States
COVID-19 is an ongoing threat to global health, having had severe
impacts on global and national economies, social norms, and daily
life (Bonnevie et al., 2021). One year into the pandemic, the U.S.
has reported over 30 million infections and over a half a million
deaths (New York Times, 2021). The future of this pandemic is
unknown, as health experts have identified and predict outbreak
patterns that could continue for years (Begley, 2020).
In the U.S., the pandemic has been marked by information disorder online. For example, the politicization of masks served as a
substantial roadblock to mitigating the spread of COVID-19 prior
to vaccine availability, and continues (Kahane, 2021). While a
vaccine is now available in many Western countries including the
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U.S., vaccine hesitancy and opposition has been identified online,
further complicating the crisis response (Bonnevie, 2021). Inaccurate information about COVID-19 has spread rapidly through
social media and messaging apps (Sheares et al., 2020).
As a result of the competing narratives and the politicization of
COVID-19 in the U.S., perceived severity of the virus and the pandemic have varied. Whereas a public confronted with risk often
leads them to take measures to protect themselves from exposure (Zillman, 2006), this may not occur if they do not believe
the threat is severe. Perceived severity of the threat also influences
expectations of organizational leadership during crises (Hwang &
Cameron, 2008). The COVID-19 pandemic also illustrated ways
in which politicized leadership can impact the extent to which
constituents perceive the severity of the threat. For example, “some
authoritarian and conservative administrations demonstrated a
greater tendency to underestimate the pandemic and to deny the
danger represented by COVID-19” (Lilleker et al., 2021, p. 336).
Because perceived severity may impact the mitigation behaviors
people take during the pandemic, which can impact the spread of
the virus, it important to understand how individuals in the U.S.
responded to leadership communication.
Crisis Leadership
Crises are by their nature unpredictable events and can be defined
as an event with “high levels of uncertainty, confusion, disorientation, surprise, shock, and stress” (Seeger et al., 2003, p. 125).
During crisis events, authority figures must enact crisis leadership, which can include a number of aspects present during the
COVID-19 pandemic such as initiating a response to the crisis,
mitigating the harm caused by the crisis, acting as a spokesperson,
expressing sympathy, remaining accessible, taking decisive action,
and coordinating actions across response groups. Effective leadership communication is an important aspect of a crisis response,
wherein leaders are presented “the opportunity to manage meaning as they influence the scope of possibilities for others during
periods of uncertainty” (Gigliotti, 2016, p. 187). Leaders offer a
sensemaking process to followers navigating the uncertainty in
which crises are entrenched.
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During public health emergencies, crisis leadership communication is vital to helping the public understand risk and the importance of recommended mitigations. Leaders must make decisions
quickly despite the limited information available, effectively communicate based on what is known at the time, and balance centralization with response delegation (Deitchman, 2013). Coordination
during crises allows for a comprehensive view of the crisis and all
resources available, and can help converge messages and increase
the strength of the messages (Anthony et al., 2013; Herovic et al.,
2014; Liu et al., 2020; Seidl & Werle, 2018). Alternatively, a lack
of collaboration has the potential to lead to divergent messages.
Crisis leadership in public health requires competence in public
health science, decisiveness, situational awareness, coordination,
communication, and the ability to inspire trust (Deitchman, 2013).
Transformational leadership. Transformational leadership has
demonstrated importance during nonroutine situations (Paware
& Eastman, 1997), which can include crisis response. Transformational leadership has been shown to enhance employee job satisfaction and performance as well as loyalty and commitment to
the organization (Yue et al., 2019). Transformational leaders are
visionary, caring, and empower employees. Hwang and Cameron
(2008) found that individuals expect an accommodative stance
from organizational leadership when they enact a transformational leadership style. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic,
particularly during the first weeks of the pandemic in the U.S. and
amid lockdown orders, this accommodative stance may have been
an important factor for employees relying on their employers to
reduce their risks of contracting the virus.
Transformational leadership works toward higher levels of
motivation and commitment from followers (e.g., Bass & Avolio,
1993; Koteyko & Carter, 2008). Transformational leadership is
characterized by the communication of collective purpose and values, motivational communication, emotional support, and encouraging employees to contribute to new ways of thinking about the
organization. Transformational leaders “use a combination of idealized influence, inspirational motivation, individualized consideration, and intellectual stimulation tactics to ‘transform’ followers
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and organizations” (Mitra, 2013). Here, transformational leadership provides a useful lens for understanding the response to the
COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. from the organizational, state,
and federal levels.
Reputation, Trust, and Credibility in Crisis Situations
Organizational reputation and crises are often considered in terms
of organizational wrongdoing that results in a crisis. In the case
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the crisis was external to the organization, but impacted the ways in which the organizations shifted
operations to protect stakeholders. It is relevant to consider an
organization’s existing reputation and prior history in regard to
their reputation, particularly early in the pandemic. If an organization enters a crisis with a favorable reputation, this will work to
the organization’s advantage and the crisis will have a lesser impact
than an organization that did not experience the same favorability
prior to the crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2006). In addition, third
parties may emerge as a primary communicator during crises to
serve as a proxy for organizations that lack resources, capacity, or
credibility to communicate in all phases of the crises, such as government agencies (Millner et al., 2011). Third-party organizations
with high credibility may extend that credibility to those organizations they endorse (McCleneghan, 2007).
Trust is an important factor in crisis situations and impacts citizen response to these situations. Research shows that marginalized
groups are more distrustful, likely attributed to negative personal
experiences as a member of a discriminated group (Glaeser et al.,
2000; Uslaner, 1998). Moreover, incidences such as unfair distribution of healthcare resources during the 1918 flu pandemic have
negatively impacted trust in public health (Schoch-Spana, 2000).
Unfair distribution of resources was mirrored in many instances
during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.
Perceived source credibility refers to the judgments made by
the receiver of the message regarding the extent to which the communicator is believable (O’Keefe, 1990). Credibility is a perception
and “not a quality inherent in a channel or source itself ” (Westerman et al., 2014, p. 173). Previous research examined three dimensions of perceived source credibility: trustworthiness refers to the
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perception that a person will indeed tell the truth if they know
it, expertise or competence refers to the perception that a person
does know the truth, and goodwill or caring refers to the perception or belief that a person cares about the perceiver (McCroskey
& Teven, 1999). In regard to information updates, faster updates
have been shown to lead to increased positive perceptions of
source credibility (Johnson, 2011).
An exploration of tendencies in attitudes toward organizations
and institutions during the pandemic provides valuable insights,
particularly when considering concepts of trust and leadership.
These concepts are multidimensional and thus should be explored
with multidimensional methodologies. One important dimension
corresponds to general and quantifiable trends. The following set
of research questions guides this analysis:
RQ1: Were the trust and the perception of the transformational leadership by employer and governmental organizations impacted by the
perception of severity of COVID-19?
RQ2: How did trust in employer and governmental organizations
relate to political orientation during the pandemic?
RQ2a: Did the general trends in trust in employer and governmental organizations differ between Spring and Fall of 2020?
RQ2b: Did the general trends in trust in employer and governmental organizations differ between individuals of different
political ideologies?
RQ2c: Did the interaction effect between political ideology and
party affiliation of the state governor impact the trust in state
government?
RQ3: How did perception of transformational leadership relate to
political ideology during the pandemic?
RQ3a: Did the general trends in perception of transformational
leadership by employer and governmental organizations differ
between Spring and Fall of 2020?
RQ3b: Did the general trends in perception of transformational
leadership by employer and governmental organizations differ
between individuals of different political ideologies?
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RQ3c: Did the interaction effect between political ideology and
party affiliation of the state governor impact the perception of
transformational leadership by state government?
RQ4: How do reputation, trust, and credibility relate to leadership
during the pandemic?
RQ4a: What is the relationship between reputation and trust
in employer and governmental organizations’ approach to
COVID-19?
RQ4b: What is the relationship between credibility and trust
in employer and governmental organizations’ approach to
COVID-19?
RQ4c: What is the relationship between reputation and perceived leadership of employer and governmental organizations
during the pandemic?
RQ4d: What is the relationship between credibility and perceived leadership of employer and governmental organizations
during the pandemic?

In addition to understanding the trends in attitudes toward
these institutions during the pandemic and perceptions of trust
and leadership qualities, and given the demonstrated impact of
transformational leadership in nonroutine situations, such as a
global public health crisis, the following research question, to be
addressed through qualitative interviews, is offered:
RQ5: In what ways do participants perceive aspects of transformational leadership from key spokespersons during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.?
RQ5a: In what ways do participants perceive aspects of transformational leadership from their employing organization
during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.?
RQ5b: In what ways do participants perceive aspects of transformational leadership from their state government leadership
during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.?
RQ5c: In what ways do participants perceive aspects of transformational leadership from the federal government leadership
during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S.?
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Method
We conducted this study using both quantitative and qualitative
methods and collected data during two different points in the
pandemic. We distributed a survey measuring reputation, trust,
credibility, and perceived severity of the threat at the beginning of
the pandemic (May 2020) and during a surge in cases in the U.S.
(November 2020). As part of the survey, we asked interested participants to provide follow-up contact information for interviews.
Interviews were conducted during both of these time periods as
well. The outlined research method was approved by the IRB of
the first author’s institution prior to recruitment.
Questionnaire
To address research questions 1 through 4, we designed a questionnaire to measure perceived severity, organizational reputation,
trust, credibility, and transformational leadership, along with pertinent demographic and ideological questions. The specific items
in this survey tool served to operationalize the variables, which are
linked within the research questions.
Procedure
Two sets of quantitative data were collected, the first on May 8–9,
2020, and the second on November 13–14, 2020. The Amazon
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform was used to recruit participation for data collection. Research variable-specific questions were
featured first, with demographics-related questions included to
help to contextualize the data.
Participants
A total of 457 people completed the questionnaire. Specifically, 229
participants completed the questionnaire in Spring 2020, and 228
participants completed the questionnaire in Fall 2020. The participants were adult U.S. Americans (at least age 18). Specifically,
15% reported being between ages 18–24, 44% as 25–34, 20% as
35–44, 11% as 45–54, 6% as 55–64, and 2% as 65+. Among the
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participants, 58% identified as female while 41% identified as
male. Furthermore, 16% identified as Asian, 8% as Black, 8% as
Hispanic or Latino/a/x, 4% as Native American, and 59% as White
or Caucasian. Participants reported residing in 42 different states.
Though the sample is not proportionately representative of the
U.S. population, it is representative of a wide spectrum of demographic groups and thus likely to reflect on a wide spectrum of
experiences.
Variables and Measures
To measure perceived severity of the pandemic threat, participants
responded to two 7-point Likert-type questions regarding their
perceptions of the virus as a big health issue and as an issue with
long-term health outcomes. These specific items were developed
within the current study as an appropriate face-value approach
to assess the concept of severity as related to COVID-19. Upon
collecting the data, Pearson’s r coefficient of 0.74 (p < 0.0001)
confirmed that beyond the face value, the items are significantly
and highly correlated and thus could be utilized as a composite
measure of perceived severity. Hence, the next step was to add the
two values and divide the number by two, resulting in another 1–7
scale. The variable was reduced to a categorical level from the initial scale to serve as a comparison between low and high perceived
severity. The low severity category covered responses between
value 1 (lowest possible) and 5 (which was the higher-middle level
value). The high severity category corresponded to values higher
than 5 up to 7 (the highest possible)—as when speaking of severity, only the values that were close to corresponding to intense feeling about the threat should be considered a “high” category.
The second predictor variable explored was the specific time
period in the year 2020 and was determined by the specific period
of the data collection, resulting in two categorical values, Spring
(n = 229) and late Fall (n = 228).
The party affiliation of the state governor was a categorical
variable based on the publicly available information for the tested
time period and respondents’ self-report of their home state.
To measure reputation, we adapted Coombs and Holladay’s
(1996) organizational reputation scale, originally adapted from
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McCroskey’s (1996) scale for measuring ethos, using a 7-point
Likert like scale. The two items were related to perceived investment of the organization in well-being of the stakeholders and the
degree of confidence that the respondent has in the organization’s
narrative about the issue.
The credibility variable was constructed using nine items from
McCroskey and Teven’s (1999) three dimensions of source credibility, competence, trustworthiness, and goodwill. A 7-point measurement scale was implemented to address items that are related
to these dimensions.
To measure the first outcome variable, organizational trust, the
RAND Public Health Disaster Trust Scale (Eisenman et al., 2012)
was used. Participants responded to four questions regarding trust
in their organization’s response to the pandemic using a 4-point
scale. The items consider whether the organization/governmental
institution is (1) responding effectively to protect the health of
employees or citizens; (2) responding fairly to your health needs,
regardless of your race, ethnicity, income, or other personal characteristics; (3) providing honest information to employees or citizens; and (4) can be trusted not to use the information that is
collected about the employees/citizens against them later.
To examine the second outcome variable, transformational
leadership, we applied Carless et al.’s (2000) measure of transformational leadership. This scale measures transformational leadership in terms of vision, staff development, supportive leadership,
empowerment, innovative or lateral thinking, leading by example,
and charismatic leadership. It uses a 7-point Likert-type response
scale.
Interviews
Participants were invited to provide their email address or phone
number at the end of both questionnaires if they were interested
in participating in a follow-up interview to discuss their experiences with organizational and governmental leadership during the
pandemic. Participants who agreed were contacted to schedule
an interview via phone or video chat. Interviews did not include
a monetary incentive. Participants were provided an overview of
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the interview procedure and informed that they would be audio
recorded. They were asked to provide consent to record both
before the recording began and on the recording.
A total of 11 people agreed to participate in interviews, 4 from
the first questionnaire and 7 from the second questionnaire, for a
total of 57 single-spaced pages of transcribed interview data. Interviews averaged approximately 22 minutes. Participants discussed
their experiences with federal, state, and organizational leadership
communication during the COVID-19 pandemic. The interview
protocol was semi-structured to offer flexibility in the interview
process (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010). It mirrored the questionnaire,
with questions designed to elicit more detail about their experience with a specific focus on the perceived presence or absence
of aspects of transformational leadership. Specifically, interview
questions were developed using the variables from the quantitative
component and were designed to be open-ended to allow participants to provide more detailed accounts of their experiences with
leadership during the pandemic. Interviews were audio recorded
and transcribed by one of the researchers. A coding manual was
designed to guide the analysis. Primary-cycle coding captured
the essence of the interview data during the first phase of analysis
(Tracy, 2013). Statements across interviews were compared to provide a more holistic understanding of the data during the second
level of analysis.

Results
Questionnaire
Analysis of Variance, ANOVA, was performed to examine possible connections between the focus variables that were outlined in
research questions 1–3. For an overview and details on means and
standard deviations see Table 1 and Table 2.
Organizational Leadership
Considering trust in employer organization, the analysis suggests
that there is a significant association between a higher perception of
severity of COVID-19 and higher trust in employer organization;
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F(1, 453) = 26.68, p < 0.0001. There was not a significant difference between Spring and late Fall of 2020 in connection to trust in
employer organization; F(1, 453) = 0.15, p = 0.70.
Furthermore, there is also a statistically significant tendency
for individuals who perceive COVID-19 as more serious to also
perceive the employer organization’s leadership more favorably;
F(1, 450) = 14.08, p = 0.0002. While not statistically significant,
the perceived quality of employer’s leadership has dropped from
Spring to Fall of 2020; F(1, 450) = 3.29, p = 0.07; and it is notable
that the tendency is relatively close to a significance. Hence, the
decreasing favorability of employer’s leadership represents a tendency that is worthy of further analytical attention.
Neither the trust in employer organization [F(1, 450) = 0.47,
p = 0.49], nor the perception of employer’s leadership [F(1, 445) =
0.00, p = 1.00] were impacted by the political ideology preferred
by the respondents according to the data.
TABLE 1 Main Effects of Considered Predictor Variables on Trust in
Organization and Perceived Leadership Quality
Predictors:

Employer
Organization

State
Government

Federal
Government

Effect on
Trust

Effect on
Leadership

F

p

F

p

Perceived Severity of
COVID-19

26.68***

<0.0001

14.08***

0.0002

Time Period

0.15

0.70

3.29

0.07

Political Ideology

0.47

0.49

0.00

1.00

Perceived Severity of
COVID-19

3.89*

0.05

2.50

0.11

Time Period

0.49

0.48

1.22

0.27

Political Ideology

1.86

0.17

2.38

0.12

Perceived Severity of
COVID-19

1.03

0.31

0.43

0.51

Time Period

0.05

0.82

0.32

0.57

Political Ideology

36.11***

<0.0001

20.30***

<0.0001

3.28 (0.72)
3.59 (1.02)

3.10 (0.61)
3.35 (0.76)
3.78 (0.88)
2.65 (0.69)
2.82 (0.72)
3.13 (0.82)
3.33 (1.06)
2.58 (0.68)
2.44 (0.91)
3.09 (0.87)
2.92 (1.23)

Higher Severity

Leadership of Employer Lower Severity
Organization
Higher Severity

Lower Severity

Higher Severity

Lower Severity

Higher Severity

Lower Severity

Higher Severity

Lower Severity

Higher Severity

Leadership of Federal
Government

Trust in Federal
Government

Leadership of State
Government

Trust in State
Government

2.91 (1.18)

2.89 (0.86)

2.48 (0.96)

2.53 (0.66)

3.21 (1.07)

3.07 (0.85)

2.76 (0.81)

2.61 (0.68)

3.11 (0.69)

2.70 (0.55)

2.81 (0.61)

Trust in Employer
Organization

Lower Severity

Fall 2020 M(SD)

Spring 2020
M(SD)

Perceived Severity
of COVID-19

Time Period

Predictor Variables:

3.16 (1.11)

3.10 (0.86)

2.70 (0.83)

2.69 (0.64)

3.39 (0.97)

3.06 (0.91)

2.86 (0.71)

2.63 (0.75)

3.74 (0.86)

3.30 (0.82)

3.14 (0.59)

2.78 (0.61)

Conservative/
Centrist M(SD)

2.64 (1.25)

2.80 (0.84)

2.19 (0.97)

2.32 (0.66)

3.14 (1.14)

3.17 (0.68)

2.71 (0.82)

2.65 (0.53)

3.67 (0.98)

3.34 (0.57)

3.06 (071)

2.70 (0.51)

Liberal M(SD)

Political Ideology

2.91 (1.21)

2.99 (0.86)

2.45 (0.94)

2.56 (0.67)

3.27 (1.06)

3.10 (0.83)

2.79 (0.77)

2.63 (0.68)

3.70 (0.92)

3.32 (0.74)

3.10 (0.65)

2.75 (0.58)

M(SD)

Aggregate

Means of Outcome Variables by Perception of Severity of COVID-19, Time Period, and Political Ideology

Outcome Variables:

TABLE 2
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State Government Leadership
Those who perceive COVID-19 as more severe were also statistically significantly more likely to express trust to state government;
F(1, 455) = 3.89, p < 0.05. This tendency did not change over time
between Spring and late Fall 2020; F(1, 455) = 0.49, p = 0.48. Based
on the data, the perceived severity of COVID-19 does not have
a relationship with evaluation of state government’s leadership;
F(1, 449) = 2.50, p = 0.11. There is not an impact of time on evaluation of state government’s leadership; F(1, 449) = 1.22, p = 0.27.
Also in the case of states, political ideology is not a significant general predictor of the tendency to trust in [F(1, 452) = 1.86,
p = 0.17] or to positively perceive leadership [F(1, 446) = 2.38,
p = 0.12] of the state government.
Addressing RQ2c, the ANOVA results suggest insignificant
interaction effect between political ideology and party affiliation
of the state governor during Spring 2020 for trust in state government [F(1, 219) = 0.84, p = 0.36]. Addressing RQ3c, the analysis shows a significant but smaller interaction effect on perceived
transformational leadership of the state government [F(1, 217)
= 3.77, p = 0.05] as can be anticipated with liberals perceiving
leadership of Democratic party-governed states more favorably
while those politically conservative or “in-the-middle” perceiving
Republican-led states more favorably. Trends somewhat changed
for Fall 2020, when the interaction effects between political ideology and party affiliation of the state governor has grown and
significantly impacted trust in state government [F(1, 220) = 5.35,
p = 0.02] and perceived transformational leadership of the state
government [F(1, 216) = 6.98, p < 0.01]. Furthermore, we detected
main effect of the political party of the state’s governor on the trust
expressed by the respondents in Fall 2020 [F(1, 220) = 6.40, p =
0.01], with Republican-led governments being trusted less across
ideological spectrum (see Table 3 for main effects report and
Table 4 for means and standard deviations). Interestingly, in Fall
2020 the main effects analysis revealed that liberals tended to
be significantly less favorable of the state’s leadership in general
[F(1, 216) = 4.77, p = 0.03], and as interaction has shown particularly when located in Republican-led states (see Table 3 and
Table 4 for details).
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TABLE 3 Main Effects and Interaction Effects of Considered
Predictor Variables on Trust and Perceived Leadership Quality
of State Government

Spring 2020

Fall 2020

Effect on Trust

Effect on
Leadership

Predictors:

F

p

F

p

Political Ideology

0.04

0.84

0.00

1.00

Governor’s Political Party

0.08

0.78

0.12

0.73

Interaction

0.84

0.36

3.77*

0.05

Political Ideology

2.92

0.09

4.77*

0.03

Governor’s Political Party

6.40*

0.01

0.57

0.45

Interaction

5.35*

0.02

6.98**

<0.01

TABLE 4 Means of State-Related Outcome Variables by Time Period,
Political Ideology, and Governor’s Political Party
Outcome
Variables:
Trust in State
Government
Leadership of
State Government
Trust in State
Government
Leadership of
State Government

Predictor Variables:

Governor’s Political Party

Time
Period Political Ideology

Republican
M(SD)

Democrat
M(SD)

Conservative/Centrist

2.80 (0.77)

2.75 (0.70)

Liberal

2.69 (0.78)

2.81 (0.64)

Conservative/Centrist

3.37 (0.94)

3.17 (1.04)

Liberal

3.08 (1.16)

3.42 (0.87)

Conservative/Centrist

2.79 (0.75)

2.81 (0.73)

Liberal

2.33 (0.86)

2.86 (0.74)

Conservative/Centrist

3.44 (1.00)

3.20 (0.89)

Liberal

2.71 (1.14)

3.21 (1.02)

Spring
2020

Fall
2020

Federal Government Leadership
Examining trust in the federal government revealed that perceived
severity of COVID-19 was not significantly related to it [F(1, 457)
= 1.03, p = 0.31]; nor has it changed over time between Spring
and late Fall [F(1, 457) = 0.05, p = 0.82]. Furthermore, the evaluation of the federal government’s leadership was not impacted by
perceived severity of COVID-19 [F(1, 453) = 0.43, p = 0.51]; nor
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has it changed in any significant way between Spring and late Fall
[F(1, 453) = 0.32, p = 0.57].
Within the context of highly polarized American political
opinion in 2020, it is necessary to examine the impact of political
ideology on outcome variables as related to federal leadership. The
analysis exposed that those who lean toward the liberal spectrum
tend to trust the federal government less [F(1, 454) = 36.06, p <
0.0001]; for liberally leaning individuals [M = 2.22, SD = 0.92],
while for conservative leaning and middle-of-the-road individuals
[M = 2.70, SD = 0.78]. The liberally leaning individuals also tend
to report significantly less favorable appraisal of the federal government’s leadership [F(1, 450) = 20.30, p < 0.0001]; for liberally
leaning individuals [M = 2.67, SD = 1.17]; and for conservative
leaning and middle-of-the-road individuals [M = 3.15, SD = 1.04].
Hence, political ideology is the most robust predictor of the outcome variables related to federal government among the examined
variables.
All the relationships explored under RQ4 showed highly significant correlations (p < 0.0001) using Pearson’s r measure. Regarding reputation as related to trust in the organization’s approach to
COVID-19, there was moderately high correlation for employer
organizations (0.66); and high correlations for state (0.77) and federal government (0.81). A similar trend occurred for credibility as
related to trust; moderately high correlation for employer organizations (0.68); and high correlations for state (0.75) and federal
government (0.83). Again, we have observed a similar pattern with
the relationship between reputation and perception of leadership
during the pandemic; employer organization (0.60); state government (0.68); and federal government (0.74); as well as between
credibility and perceived pandemic leadership; employer organization (0.75); state government (0.78); and federal government
(0.85).
Interviews
The fifth research question asked about the perceived presence or
absence of aspects of transformational leadership from the organizational, state, and federal levels during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Through interviews, participants shared the following descriptions
of transformational leadership during their experiences in either
the early pandemic (May 2020) or peak pandemic (November
2020).
Organizational Leadership
At the organizational level, arguably that which most directly
impacts employees, participants identified a number of ways in
which their organizational leadership communicated a collective
purpose and values moving through the pandemic. For example,
one participant discussed the organization’s efforts to prioritize
employee and customer safety as they reopened:
It was always an employee and customer safety focus. How are we
going to conduct business in this environment? What are the steps
we need to take? How do we keep employees safe while serving customers? All of those things were part of the communication, they also
communicated quickly when there was a positive case in the store and
what was being done to deal with that, what shift they worked, they
were very transparent about what was going on.

In addition to the emphasis on safety as the organization continued to execute its mission to serve customers, this participant also
communicated about leadership’s use of “we” to ensure that this
was not an obligation delegated only to floor workers, but included
decision-makers. Another participant articulated the ease with
which members of the organization were able to adapt their routine to keep everyone safe for the sake of the organization. This
participant stated, “It was just easy to adapt into our routine and
our staff knows we can’t afford to not work and get sick, so everyone was really on board to keep each other safe and do whatever
we can.” In this case, leadership’s articulation of a collective purpose was carried forward and embodied by employees, as transformational leadership can achieve.
Alternatively, participants did not discuss motivational communication coming from leadership. One participant did discuss
incentives to encourage people to take shifts, explaining, “they
did start to incentivize people to come in because they were having difficulty covering all of their shifts.” However, this method is
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not based on motivating employees to support the organization
through intrinsic motivation, which indicates that this aspect of
transformational leadership was absent among our sample during
the pandemic.
In many instances, participants discussed ways in which their
organization’s leadership communicated emotional support, an
important form of communication during a public health crisis
marked, at least initially, with much unknown. One participant
described leadership allowing employees to decide where they feel
comfortable working and during what period in relation to positive cases in their area, explaining
If we don’t feel comfortable going to a job site or if the COVID numbers are too high, we don’t go. We have complete authority to kind of
rearrange our own schedule to do what works best for us and to make
us feel safe, so whatever we need, they’ll provide.

Another participant illustrated the ways in which their leadership
extended care to employees by ensuring they had work-related
and nonwork-related needs met, saying
Our leadership, we all received gift cards for groceries, like $100 gift
cards for grocery stores, they paid for our Netflix for six months, they
gave us $100 in food delivery, they sent us out PPE’s and whenever I
need new PPE’s I can just send an email and they’ll send them right
to my house.

Due to the uncertainty during the pandemic and the need for
organizations to persist while caring for employees, these examples do demonstrate an important aspect of transformational leadership in this unique context. However, there were also instances
in which participants described a lack of support from employers,
including a participant who worked in healthcare and explained,
because we are expected to interact with patients directly as far as
testing and immunizations goes I feel like we could’ve had a better
approach to supporting our employees . . . if you want an immunization or not doing this to your employees then you have to go get
it through the county if you want to do additional testing we’re not
gonna prioritize you in the stores we’re going to tell you that you have
to go through an urgent care just like everyone else.
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Lastly, participants did discuss aspects of their organizations that
demonstrated innovation in response to the pandemic. One participant illustrated how their organization became marked by
innovation in response to the pandemic:
We’ve changed the way that we’re rolling out a lot of the business features we changed a lot of the surfaces that were providing to really
focus around what COVID and COVID healthcare looks like. And
so, we’ve been one of the most innovative companies when it comes
to testing and processing immunizations in allowing them to be dispensed on a non-county based or government-based platform in the
communities.

In another instance, a participant discussed how employees were
given the opportunity to innovate how they executed the functions of their academic job, explaining, “the chair of my department gave me the opportunity to pick stuff for my classes. I’m also
then able to choose what time I wanna teach and what classes I
still want to teach.” Again, this was not the experience of all participants. One described a lack of planning and poor communication from their organizational leadership, explaining “they would
change their minds about things, they were really slow about having these decisions made in advance . . . and everything was either
over the phone or by email.” While transformational leadership
aspects were often present at the organizational level, participants
illustrated frustrating gaps in leadership communication.
State Government Leadership
Participants also discussed their perceptions of state leadership
during the pandemic. One participant illustrated how their state
leadership communicated collective purpose in addressing the
pandemic through constant communication with constituents
about efforts they were taking to keep citizens as safe as possible.
They explained,
I think the state government has been very active and specific, and
constantly updated about what the status is in the state and with policies and procedures. There’s been more of a daily reactive response
from the state government, “Ok, these are the numbers. This is what
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we’re doing. This is what we feel like should be done in the future.”
That kind of communication has come from the state government on
a daily basis.

However, it should be noted that there was not as much indication
of state leaders demonstrating unity through values. One participant did discuss their governor’s efforts to address a lost sense
of unity, which is an important value for most U.S. Americans,
explaining, “in terms of coming up with those phases it’s not easy
to designate certain things as a problem, such as crowded restaurants, and change people’s sense of belonging.”
In terms of motivating constituents to move forward collaboratively toward a shared goal, several participants discussed state
leadership engaging effectively. One participant explained, “it’s
pretty cool that they stood firm by that with all of us knowing that
the phases would change. I think they’re pretty good at coming
down with the information that people need.” Similarly, another
participant explained how their state government worked to create unified, forward-moving communication to guide constituents
forward through the pandemic,
I think the state government has been very active and specific, and
constantly updated about what the status is in the state and with policies and procedures. There’s been more of a daily reactive response
from the state government, “Okay, these are the numbers. This is what
we’re doing. This is what we feel like should be done in the future.”
That kind of communication has come from the state government on
a daily basis.

In these examples, participants described ways they felt the state
government was providing unified, motivational communication
to move constituents through the pandemic. Alternatively, one
participant explained that in their state,
the governor wasn’t telling you, “You need to wear a mask.” He left it
up to every single business whether it be a corner store or a restaurant
or a Target, if you want them to wear a mask then you have to state it.
I’m not stating it.
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In this case, state leadership actively resisted any unifying motivational communication.
In terms of demonstrating care and emotional support for
constituents, participants did illustrate ways in which they felt
their state government was helpful. One participant explained that
the state government was caring for people who were out of work,
explaining,
I think that the state government, at least for the state that I am in,
they’ve really helped with places that are closing and all of that. They’ve
been giving out money to those people that don’t have a job and also
providing other ways for them to still make money.

Similarly, another participant emphasized the importance the
state government placed on keeping businesses as demonstrative
of caring for constituent needs, explaining,
That was a big reason why we ended up moving here because everything and everyone was still working hard to keep everything open
and to take care of small businesses, so that was the biggest reason
that we came here because we knew that we would still get the help
that we needed.

In these instances, demonstration of care from the state government pertained strictly to economic efforts.
Lastly, though the pandemic certainly changed the way individuals can act in public, participants rarely discussed a leadership push for innovative thinking and acting from constituents.
One participant did note, “It’s easy for me to understand what they
mean because it’s all written down. It’s easy to create activities that
meet the rules. So that kind of tools necessary to us for organizational leadership.” This was in the context of understanding how to
respond to new rules about public behaviors.
Federal Government Leadership
Across the 11 interviews, the federal level of leadership received
the least positive discussion of any aspects of transformational
leadership. Largely due to the delegation of responsibilities to the
states, participants rarely identified communication from federal
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leadership emphasizing a larger collective purpose or values. One
participant did explain that the CARES Act was illustrative of
larger values to economically support citizens through the pandemic, explaining that it, “really helped a lot of our employees
who had to take off work to watch their children because they had
no childcare. That really helped quite a few of our single parents.”
There were explicit examples participants gave that demonstrated
the opposite of this tenet of transformational leadership. One participant explained, “I think that his choices to downplay it at the
beginning and to satirize it and make it entertainment definitely
made our response worse.” Another participant echoed this sentiment, explaining, “both by the words that he uses and the actions
he displays it is detrimental to how this country continues to
approach things and I don’t think that there had ever been a division in ways that we both understand and approach the response
to the pandemic.”
In terms of motivational communication, one participant did
discuss the efforts on the part of federal leadership to push quickly
for a vaccine, saying, “in terms of the vaccine, I’ve seen them being
aggressive and taking vaccines seriously on TV. We need more
people to be doing stuff like that.” In this case, the participant was
encouraged that federal leadership was encouraging citizens to
support vaccination efforts. Alternatively, participants shared feelings that effective motivational communication was lacking. One
participant described federal leadership’s denial as an obstacle to
effective motivational communication, explaining,
I think the federal government has grossly mismanaged this pandemic and has set a horrible example and been horrible role models,
which has contributed to chaos because the leader was very late to get
on board with the fact that this is a real pandemic.

Another participant described this concern in greater detail,
emphasizing a lack of transparency about the gravity of the pandemic early on, explaining
I think the major thing and breakdown in communication that
annoyed me is I knew that it was going to be a lot longer. People
around me knew that it was going to be a lot longer but for whatever
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reason because of the way that public health works I guess I didn’t
want to freak people out so they didn’t want to tell everyone that
they’re not going out for two years. It’s hard to do that I don’t think the
average person can cope with that. That was probably the part about
the communication that really frustrated me. I feel like from the state
and federal government it’s been like two more weeks two more weeks
but really everybody knows that it’s going to last at least a year.

Regarding demonstrative care and emotional support for constituents, no participants discussed federal leadership embodying this
aspect of transformational leadership. One participant articulated
the lack of substantive support outside of what they considered a
small stimulus check from federal leadership, saying,
rather than just putting everybody off and giving a $1,200 stimulus,
for someone who may have many kids or maybe taking care of somebody else’s kids, I don’t really know that any of that happened the way
it should have.

Similarly, though certainly there was a great deal of innovation
happening at the federal level in response to the pandemic, this
was not clearly articulated to constituents, and no participants in
this study discussed encouragement from this level of leadership
to think differently and innovatively about how to act in response
to the pandemic. One participant was explicit that this was lacking, saying, “he demonstrated is that it is possible to be a president
and do nothing . . . like you don’t have to be involved in everything
even though he should have been involved in more.” Another felt
that this necessary innovation was missing in the U.S., but present
in other countries, and said, “I’ve chosen to utilize other countries’
resources because I feel like they’re more cohesive to the proper
response.” By and large, the participants interviewed for this study
perceived a lack of transformational leadership from the federal
government throughout the early and middle stages of the pandemic.

Discussion
The results and findings from this study shed important light on
the role of different levels of leadership during the COVID-19
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pandemic. Because we collected the first data set approximately
6 weeks after most states entered shelter in place orders, we were
able to capture perceptions as U.S. Americans began to reenter the
social landscape. Because we were able to collect data a second
time in November 2020, as numbers were increasing rapidly, we
were able to understand how perceptions of leadership may have
changed as the pandemic continued.
These findings demonstrate that perceived severity of COVID19 was significantly associated with trust in the employer organization, and there was no significant difference across the two time
snapshots we collected. We also found a significant tendency for
those who do perceive COVID-19 as more serious to also perceive
their employer organization’s leadership more favorably, though
this tendency waned from the Spring 2020 data set to the Fall 2020
data set. These results were further illuminated in the qualitative
portion of this study, which found that participants reported high
levels of transformational leadership from employers during the
early weeks of the pandemic, ensuring employees were safe and
taken care of moving into an unfamiliar and often frightening landscape. Enacting transformational leadership is important during
nonroutine situations like this public health emergency (Paware &
Eastman, 1997). However, the longer the pandemic went on, the
more these organizations returned to a pre-pandemic approach,
with less demonstrative care for employees and a returned focus
on the financial bottom line. This reflects a larger narrative in
the U.S. regarding pandemic fatigue. Though infection and death
numbers were increasing rapidly in November 2020, people had
grown tired of social distancing practices and were less compliant
with pandemic-related restrictions on their daily lives and social
interactions.
At the state level, individuals who perceived COVID-19 as
more severe were also more likely to express trust in their state
government, with no change across the two time periods measured, though at this level there was no demonstrated relationship between perceived severity of COVID-19 and the evaluation
of the state government’s leadership at either point in the pandemic. It is likely that this reflects state governments that were
responding to the pandemic aggressively. Often in the qualitative
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component of this study, participants indicated that the federal
government refrained from offering a unified response to the pandemic, leaving governors to shoulder the responsibility. As such,
these participants indicated their governors as the most important spokespersons for navigating the pandemic. The lack of collaboration at the federal level certainly led to divergent messages
from state to state, which extant research demonstrates could have
been avoided through coordination and a comprehensive view of
the crisis at the federal level (e.g., Liu et al., 2020). Still, when left
to the governors, these leaders did take on the most prominent
role in guiding constituents through the pandemic response in
both periods measured. Our findings, for instance, suggest that
liberally-oriented individuals were increasingly disapproving of
the state government’s leadership, particularly in Republican-led
states, as the crisis worsened in November 2020.
At the federal level, perceived severity of COVID-19 was not
related to trust in the federal government at either point measured nor was the evaluation of the federal government’s leadership impacted by perceived severity of COVID-19 at either point.
However, when accounting for political ideology, left-leaning participants did indicate less trust in the federal government than
centrist or right-leaning participants, with left-leaning individuals reporting a less favorable appraisal of the federal government’s
leadership. This is demonstrative of the larger politically polarized climate in the U.S. and the politicization of the COVID-19
response in the country. Qualitative data demonstrated a lack of
decisiveness, coordination, and effective communication at the
federal level, all of which have been identified as vital to crisis
leadership in public health (Deitchman, 2013). Participants recognized that, whether good or bad, the federal government turned
over leadership to the states and did not engage in informed crisis
communication and crisis leadership.
Regarding aspects of transformational leadership present
during the pandemic, participants illustrated organizations as
most engaged, though this did shift as time passed. Organizational
leadership was most transformational during initial reopening
of the economy and faded as pandemic fatigue grew. Because
state governments served as primary government spokespersons
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during both periods measured, they did embody more aspects
of transformational leadership than the federal level of government, where it was absent. Thinking about the U.S. response to
COVID-19 in comparison with other wealthy nations, the importance of effective crisis leadership and aspects of transformational
leadership become clear. Assessment of state governments’ as more
effective than the federal government response from participants
in this study reiterate the importance of message convergence and
coordination during crises (Anthony et al., 2013; Herovic et al.,
2014; Liu et al., 2020; Seidl & Werle, 2018).
Limitations
It is important to note a few limitations of this study. First, few
participants from either questionnaire agreed to participate in
the interview portion of this study. As a result, the nuances we
were able to attain from participant experience were limited.
However, the quantitative portion of this study provides important insights into leadership experiences during the pandemic that
were, indeed, fleshed out further by the qualitative component, as
interviews have been identified as a useful tool to “verify, validate,
or comment on information obtained from other sources” such
as surveys (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010, p. 175). These results provide
important insights as the U.S. and global communities work to
move out of the COVID-19 pandemic and improve leadership
communication in preparation for potential future pandemics.
Second, the COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing, with perceptions shifting as leadership messages change and infection rates
decrease and/or increase. This study provides insight into two
very important time periods during the pandemic in the U.S.—
the reentry period following shelter-in-place orders across the
country and peaking infection and death rates in November. Vaccine availability and executive leadership turnover are important
aspects to consider as the pandemic and response continue. Data
should continue to be collected throughout the duration of the
pandemic. As we try to understand the role of effective leadership
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communication amid a devastating public health emergency, these
findings provide important insights.
Third, we mentioned in the method section that we did not
have a truly representative sample of the U.S. population. Certainly, these findings could have shifted a small degree with a more
representative sample. However, given the importance of collecting data during the two periods targeted in this study, these findings do represent a wide variety of U.S. American experiences and
perceptions during the pandemic.

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has been devastating across the globe,
and the U.S. response paled in comparison to many other wealthy
countries. Surveying and interviewing U.S. Americans as they
experienced the pandemic and leadership communication at the
organizational, state, and federal levels provides insights into how
leadership communication impacted and was impacted by perceived severity, trust, and perceived credibility in the message.
While much research exists on organizational crisis communication and crisis communication amid natural disasters and public
health emergencies, the COVID-19 pandemic challenges applied
crisis communication scholars to consider response efforts when
leadership may not be as interested in contributing to solving the
crisis as previously assumed. These are issues we must continue to
understand as we move forward in this ongoing pandemic.
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How individuals experience unintended effects of risk messages is an understudied
area. Focusing on three types of unintended effects (i.e., message fatigue, risk tolerance, and psychological reactance) associated with health risk communication, we
conducted an online survey among Italian adults (N = 507) to investigate how perceived message fatigue and risk tolerance might induce psychological reactance and
whether trust in public health information might mediate this relationship. Results
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Communicating health risk messages is not always successful.
Communication scholars have found that persuasive messages fail
when recipients retain pre-existing attitudes, resist message content, or change behaviors in a direction opposite of the intended
goal. Scholars have called this phenomenon the unintended effects
of communication (Cho & Salmon, 2007). Although they agree
on the importance of this concept in health risk communication,
many scholars have largely focused on a few specific unintended
effects: psychological reactance, boomerang effect, and message
avoidance (e.g., Dillard & Shen, 2005). Investigating other types
of unintended effects that might lead to detrimental consequences
during health risk message persuasion is crucial. The aim of the
current study is to broaden existing knowledge about factors that
lead to ineffective health risk communication, extending the growing body of communication research about unintended effects.
Two concepts central to the unintended negative effects of health
risk communication include message fatigue and risk tolerance.
So et al. (2017) recently conceptualized and operationalized
message fatigue. Although scholars have discussed this phenomenon for some time (e.g., Kinnick et al., 1996), the first to develop
a reliable and valid scale for measuring message fatigue was So et
al. Until then, the only existing scales either used a single item to
measure message fatigue (Kinnick et al., 1996) or had not undergone systematic validation (Frew et al., 2013). Due to relatively new
operationalization of message fatigue, few scholars have addressed
the antecedents and outcomes of message fatigue (e.g., Kim & So,
2018; So & Alam, 2019; So et al., 2017). They called for additional
research about the relationship between message fatigue and a
specific type of active resistance (i.e., reactance) that occurs when
people show opposition to or resist external persuasive attempts to
preserve their freedom (Kim & So, 2018).
Next to message fatigue, another central unintended effect
pointed out in various fields of literature is risk tolerance. In the
more specific area of risk communication, Jun and Jin (2021)
defined risk tolerance as the degree to which an individual tolerates a health hazard, manifested by how much one is unwilling
to cope with preventive recommendations or measures despite
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sufficient perceived risk severity. While scholars have explored
risk tolerance levels in publics (Jun & Jin, 2021), the understanding of how such levels influence psychological reactance to health
risk messages requires more research.
Acknowledging these research needs, we explored the unintended effects of health risk communication, as manifested in message fatigue and risk tolerance, and the influence of these variables
on psychological reactance. Psychological reactance theory (PRT)
(Brehm, 1966) illustrates why individuals resist or counter persuasive messages (Brehm & Brehm, 2013). Due to the natural characteristics of counter-persuasive reactions, PRT has been applied in
health and risk areas to understand why and how individuals resist
persuasive messages or engage in behaviors countering what the
original messages intended to promote.
We also included trust in public health information as a key
mediator. Trust in information depends on trust in information
sources. Level of trust in health information sources (e.g., public
health authorities) determines whether and how people process
and accept health risk messages, ultimately affecting risk perception and responses to health-related messages (Thai et al., 2018;
van der Weerd et al., 2011). Trust in responsible institutions is
particularly relevant when people have difficulty in controlling or
understanding risks and need to rely on experts and authorities
for risk information and judgment (Huurne & Gutteling, 2008;
Siegrist & Cvetkovich, 2000). People with higher levels of trust in
public health authorities tend to trust the public health information they share and to comply with the recommended measures.
Therefore, focusing on these three types of unintended effects
(i.e., message fatigue, risk tolerance, and psychological reactance)
associated with health risk communication, we conducted an
online survey among Italian adults (N = 507) to investigate how
perceived message fatigue and risk tolerance might induce psychological reactance and whether trust in public health information
might mediate this relationship. Our findings provide implications
and insights that help advance health risk communication theory
and practice.

382

SEO, RAVAZZANI, JUN, JIN, BUTERA, MAZZEI, and REBER

Literature Review
Based on the previous studies focusing on detrimental unintended
effects of health risk communication, three different types of unintended effects including message fatigue, risk tolerance, and psychological reactance were reviewed to posit a series of hypotheses.
Psychological Reactance
Scholars have long discussed psychological reactance as one of the
common unintended effects in health and risk communication
(Richards & Banas, 2015). PRT posits that when a persuasive message threatens one’s freedom or autonomy to choose, an aversive
motivational state, known as reactance, can help restore or protect
one’s sense of freedom (Brehm, 1966). Owing to the advance of
PRT in communication studies, the operationalization of reactance proposed by Dillard and Shen (2005) shed light on the constructs of psychological reactance: “reactance is best understood
as an intermingling of negative cognition and anger” (p. 160).
Perceiving that a message is threatening freedom to choose generates reactance (i.e., feeling anger, counterarguing against the message content or source).
In studies about reactance in health risk communication,
scholars have investigated various effects of reactance on message
failure: message rejection (Miller & Quick, 2010), source derogation (Bessarabova et al., 2013), and boomerang effect (Kim et al.,
2017). Few scholars have explored how psychological reactance
relates to message fatigue and risk tolerance in the context of
health risk communication. To close this research gap, our study
integrates key constructs associated with unintended effects of
health risk persuasion to uncover the psychological mechanism of
the formation of unintended effects, via message fatigue and risk
tolerance, respectively.
Message Fatigue
Message fatigue is a primary type of unintended resistance among
recipients during message exposure. Although empirical research
on message fatigue is scarce due to its recent conceptualization
(So et al., 2017), a few scholars have examined such effects in
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various communication settings to identify possible outcomes.
In terms of outcomes, scholars have focused on the association
between message fatigue and message processing (e.g., Kim & So,
2018; So et al., 2017). For example, So et al. tested how avoidance,
annoyance, and information seeking related to message fatigue.
In two experiments, they found that message fatigue positively
related to message avoidance and annoyance but negatively related
to information seeking. Adding external variables in the second
experiment, they found that message fatigue positively related
to desensitization and counterargument but negatively related to
attention and message elaboration.
Message Fatigue and Psychological Reactance
Testing the effect of message fatigue on psychological reactance
could shed light on negative reactions to health risk messages.
Message fatigue is capable of creating psychological reactance
because messages (e.g., health risk) often contain pressure (e.g.,
recommendation or advice) to encourage or discourage certain
behaviors. The accumulation of this pressure might lead people
to perceive that third parties are limiting freedom to choose how
to behave. In only two studies have scholars focused on the connection between psychological reactance and message fatigue.
Kim and So (2018) revealed that higher message fatigue led to an
increase in individual reactance and inattention, in turn leading
to resistance to adopting recommended behaviors. So and Alam
(2019) found that greater pre-existing message fatigue led to fewer
message-consistent and issue-relevant thoughts and more counterarguments. Based on these previous findings, we predicted that
when individuals experienced message fatigue during exposure to
a specific health risk topic, they would also experience psychological reactance:
H1: Message fatigue will have a positive relationship with psychological reactance.

Risk tolerance is another understudied psychological barrier
that conceptually relates to reactance. We investigated the relationship between risk tolerance and reactance in terms of trust in
governmental health information.
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Risk Tolerance
Risk tolerance is the level of unwillingness, among publics who
are susceptible to a particular risk (e.g., health risk), to adopt preventive behaviors to overcome a preventable risk that threatens
their own health (Jun & Jin, 2021). This conceptualization derives
from Covello and Sandman (2001), who showed that risk tolerance includes (a) expressing unwillingness to stop risky behaviors
despite knowing their negative consequences and (b) showing
indifference toward health messages by intentionally ignoring
them.
One purpose of risk communication is to help risk bearers
who suffer from the outcomes of risk generators (Coombs et al.,
2019). When risk outcomes influence the behavior of risk bearers
(Heath & O’Hair, 2009), discovering how risk tolerance manifests
in risk bearing and whether any external factors might ease risk
tolerating behavior is crucial to achieving effective risk communication. The first step is to determine the existing level of risk
tolerance in target publics. Recently, a 13-item scale to measure
risk tolerance was developed based on online survey data (Jun &
Jin, 2021), identifying two dimensions of risk tolerance: (a) compulsive tendency toward risk-taking (CTRT), when publics have
no intention to modify risky behaviors despite awareness of negative consequences; and (b) inertial resistance to risk prevention
(IRRP), when publics do not care about health risk messages that
promote behavioral change.
Risk Tolerance and Psychological Reactance
One way to integrate risk tolerance and psychological reactance
is to consider more closely the two types of risk tolerance. First,
when people experience CTRT, they do not want to feel bothered
to modify their behaviors to be more risk preventive. One factor
in psychological reactance is emotional response to perceived
restrictions (Shen & Dillard, 2005). This response, which is a combination of anger and negative perception (LaVoie et al., 2017),
corresponds to one of the measurements on the reactance scale: “I
become frustrated when I am unable to make free and independent decisions” (Hong & Faedda, 1996, p. 177). People who experience high levels of CTRT are highly aware of the potential harm
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of tolerating risk, but if they already know they will not take action
to change, they might resist the risk message and even feel a threat
to their personal freedom of choice when exposed to it.
Second, when people experience IRRP, they feel indifferent
toward health risk messages or simply do not want to deal with
those messages, leading to a decision to ignore them (Jun & Jin,
2021). Here, IRRP is similar to message avoidance and message
fatigue (So et al., 2017). Message fatigue and message avoidance
strongly correlate, and people sometimes avoid risk messages due
to fatigue (So et al., 2017). However, while individuals who experience IRRP might not necessarily tolerate risk messages due to their
repetitiveness, they remain indifferent, thinking that the risk will
not actually affect them anytime soon. When people experience
IRRP, due to their disinterest in and insensitivity to particular risk
messages, they might develop negative emotions when exposed to
them. They might also resist the advice and recommendations in
the messages, an important conceptual dimension of psychological reactance (Shen & Dillard, 2005). Thus, we proposed the following hypothesis:
H2: Risk tolerance will have a positive relationship with psychological
reactance.
H2a: CTRT will have a positive relationship with psychological
reactance.
H2b: IRRP will have a positive relationship with psychological
reactance.

Trust in Information and Unintended Effects of Risk
Communication
According to Covello and Sandman (2001), trust in risk information or the information source plays a crucial role in effective risk
communication. Even though distrust is an obstacle to the persuasive effects of risk communication, practitioners underestimate
the role of trust in unintended effects (Covello & Sandman, 2001).
Trust in information has a significant impact on attitude toward
a risk and the outcomes of risk communication by agencies and
institutions in charge of managing potential risk (van der Weerd
et al., 2011; Vaske et al., 2007). Particularly important is trust in
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the managing agencies and institutions (e.g., government) responsible for providing risk messages, making decisions, and acting
to solve problems. Glik (2007) added that the “communication
process must contain elements of trust, credibility, honesty, transparency, and accountability for the sources of information” to be
effective (p. 35). When trust exists, people tend to have confidence
in the risk management ability of agencies and institutions, and
accept the issue-related information delivered by them. Therefore,
individuals with higher levels of trust in the ability of responsible
agencies and institutions to manage risk tend to trust the public
health information that they issue and are more likely to comply
with public health warnings and recommended measures (Siegrist
et al., 2003; van der Weerd et al., 2011). Based on this finding, the
factors that might impede social trust in public health information
are worth investigating.
Relationship between Trust in Information, Message Fatigue,
and Risk Tolerance
Message fatigue might negatively relate to trust in public health
information. Previous findings indicate that message fatigue positively related to desensitization, source derogation, and counterargument negatively related to attention and message elaboration
(e.g., Kim & So, 2018; So & Alam, 2019; So et al., 2017). For example, So et al. (2017) found that the perception that a message is
overly repetitive can result in negative cognitive processing during
message exposure (e.g., source derogation and counterargument).
In this regard, one’s devaluation of a message and its source due
to message fatigue might increase distrust in the organization
sharing the messages. Kim and So (2018) found that individuals
who perceived higher message fatigue toward anti-obesity messages led to an increase in reactance and inattention, which in turn
led to a decrease in adopting recommended behavior. Similarly,
So and Alam (2019) tested how preexisting message fatigue gives
rise to forms of resistance. Specifically, they found that the greater
preexisting message fatigue toward anti-obesity messages was
associated with fewer message-consistent thoughts and issuerelevant thoughts while with greater numbers of counterarguments.
Bearing in mind that message fatigue might have detrimental
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effects on attitude toward the message and source of the message during message processing, we posited that individuals with
fatigue toward health risk messages might experience many forms
of resistance, which may lead to lower trust level toward the message senders or sources.
Furthermore, trust in public health information might negatively relate to risk tolerance as well. When people experience both
CTRT and IRRP, they do not care about risk messages and neglect
them despite knowing the potential harm in doing so (Jun & Jin,
2021). Previous findings indicate that people who trust agencies
and institutions that manage risk tend to trust the health information they share and behave accordingly, especially when they
struggle with controlling or understanding the risk (Huurne &
Gutteling, 2008; Siegrist & Cvetkovich, 2000). Based on people’s
more risk-preventive behaviors, when they have more trust in the
government (Feng et al., 2014), we expect that risk tolerance might
undermine the positive effect of trust in information shared by
experts and authorities. With high levels of risk tolerance, people intentionally ignore health risk messages and avoid changing
risky behavior (Covello & Sandman, 2001; Jun & Jin, 2021) despite
knowing the negative consequences; as a result, they are likely to
be less risk-preventive, inducing lower levels of trust in information from governmental sources. Therefore, in the context of individual health risk and information communicated by government
health departments, we posited the following relationships:
H3: Message fatigue will have a negative relationship with trust in
information shared by government health departments.
H4: Risk tolerance will have a negative relationship with trust in information shared by government health departments.
H4a: CTRT will have a negative relationship with trust in information shared by government health departments.
H4b: IRRP will have a negative relationship with trust in information shared by government health departments.

Mediating Role of Trust in Public Health Information
Along with the direct effects of message fatigue and risk tolerance
on psychological reactance and trust in public health information,
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we investigated how message fatigue and risk tolerance and trust in
information might interact using the two-factor theory proposed
by Berlyne (1970) and Stang (1974). The two-factor theory posits
that two opposing factors, habituation (i.e., learning process) and
satiation, determine stimulus evaluation after repeated exposure.
As Zajonc (1968) and Berlyne (1970) hypothesized in their studies
about mere exposure effect, repeated exposure might strengthen
positive affect due to greater familiarity and lower uncertainty (i.e.,
habituation). In contrast to Zajonc’s approach, some other scholars proposed a second process: Higher levels of exposure might
initiate a negative response, decreasing positive affect toward the
stimulus (i.e., satiation).
Numerous findings indicate the relationship between number
of exposures and affective evaluation (Bornstein, 1989). Stang and
O’Connell (1974) found that subjects initially liked a drawing of
nonsense-work but that this effect weakened after 10 exposures.
Number of exposures is likely to be a key factor in health and risk
communication, for most audiences see information about a given
issue more than once. Since most health risk messages are designed
and disseminated by government agencies or organizations (i.e.,
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC]), repeated
exposure to similar messages might lead to aversive responses
from publics (e.g., disliking and distrusting the message source or
the message itself), potentially leading to other negative responses
(e.g., reactance).
Regarding this issue, consumer behavior researchers have
also examined the effects of information overload on various outcomes: feelings of satisfaction (Jacoby et al., 1974), feelings of distrust (Furner & Zinko, 2017), and subjective states (Jacoby et al.,
1974). For instance, Furner and Zinko found an inverted U-shaped
relationship between information overload and trust level. People
showed lower trust when exposed to minimal information, their
trust increased as information approached a moderate level, and
decreased again when they perceived information overload. We
predicted that publics reading similar and redundant messages
over a prolonged period would experience a similar phenomenon.
Based on the two-factor theory and previous findings, we posited that when people experienced fatigue from information or
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messages about a specific health risk, that fatigue would start to
outweigh the benefits of uncertainty reduction, leading to trust
reduction and, in turn, psychological reactance.
H5: Trust in information provided by government health departments will mediate the relationship between message fatigue and psychological reactance.

We also explored the mediating role of trust in information
in the relationship between risk tolerance and reactance. The first
dimension of risk tolerance, CTRT (Jun & Jin, 2021), carries the
assumption that people already know the recommendation for
becoming healthier but choose to take the risk. CTRT explains
the tendency of publics tolerating risks even knowing what consequences they could have from not modifying their behaviors (Jun
& Jin, 2021). Therefore, as explained by CTRT, publics who have
been already familiar with certain risk information but decided
to tolerate and not change their behavior, are likely to experience
the information overload, since they are already fully aware of that
specific health risk information. When exposed to information
about a risk they are fully aware they are tolerating, people are
likely to trust that information less, and if they have already made
up their minds to tolerate the risk but continue encountering the
information, they may enter a state of reactance.
The same is true for the second dimension of risk tolerance,
IRRP (Jun & Jin, 2021), which involves the feeling of indifference toward risk information. IRRP explains publics’ pattern of
risk tolerating by not caring about health risk messages (Jun &
Jin, 2021). As a negative trust level was expected for publics with
high message fatigue due to repeated exposures to health risk messages (So et al., 2017), when people experience IRRP and decide to
ignore the messages concerning the health risk that they already
know of, they are likely to experience low levels of trust in information. When publics feel disinterested, experience indifference,
and try to ignore the health risk messages that are not novel to
them anymore, with their lowered levels of trust in information
due to greater levels of risk tolerance, they could experience psychological reactance toward these health risk messages. Therefore,
we posited the following hypothesis:
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H6: Trust in information shared by government health departments
will mediate the relationship between risk tolerance and psychological
reactance.
H6a: Trust in information shared by government health departments will mediate the relationship between CTRT and psychological reactance.
H6b: Trust in information shared by government health departments will mediate the relationship between IRRP and psychological reactance.

Method
Survey Procedure and Participants
Through Qualtrics, we conducted an online survey from February
to early March 2020 using a nationally representative adult sample in Italy. We screened participants using one question regarding self-reported general attitude toward vaccination: Those who
were strongly against vaccination were not eligible to participate
as their stance against vaccination was beyond the scope of the
current study and might have confounded its results based on the
proposed conceptual model (e.g., Streefland, 2001).
TABLE 1 Categories of Tolerated Individual Health Risks Participants
Focused in Mind
Tolerated Individual Health Risks
Getting flu [without taking flu vaccination]

Frequency
(Percentage)
57 (11.2%)

Getting HPV [without getting HPV vaccination]

24 (4.7%)

Getting other (non-HPV or non-HIV) sexually transmitted infections
(STI) [through unsafe sexual behavior or without getting screenings]

27 (5.3%)

Other (non-STI or non-flu) infectious diseases

45 (8.9%)

Overweight and Obesity
Depression or other mental health issues
Tobacco use
Alcohol-related harms
Substance abuse

86 (17.0%)
37 (7.3%)
117 (23.1%)
11 (2.2%)
9 (1.8%)

Others

94 (18.5%)

TOTAL

507 (100.0%)
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We used 507 responses for data analysis (51.5% male). Ages
varied considerably: 18–24 (8.9%), 25–34 (14.0%), 35–44 (19.1%),
45–54 (20.3%), 55–64 (13.2%), and 65+ (24.5%). Regarding education level, most had some college (59.2%), followed by college
degree (22.5%), high school degree (13.4%), post-graduate study
(4.5%), and some high school or lower (0.4%). For self-reported
income, 41.8% reported earning less than € 15.000, 52.3% between
€ 15.000 and € 50.000, 4.3% between € 50.000 and € 90.000, and
1.6% more than € 90.000. About 39.9% of the participants resided
in northern Italy, 17.8% in central Italy, and 39.3% in southern
Italy.
Instrument
Prior to the beginning of the survey questionnaire, participants
read a definition for “risk” in the context of individual health risk.
To assess everyone’s experience regarding a specific health risk
that was relevant and important to their individual well-being, we
adopted an approach used by previous scholars in understanding risk management responses for various risk topics in different cultural contexts (Cornia et al., 2016; Peters et al., 1997) and
instructed participants to focus on one specific health risk instead
of providing them a specific risk topic. Specifically, we asked participants to think of a health risk they were currently tolerating
that fit the following criteria: (a) “you are aware of and worried
about it personally,” (b) “you know that there are ways to overcome
the danger of this health risk by following recommended behaviors,” and (c) “you choose to tolerate this health risk by ignoring
or refusing to modify your behaviors.” Participants then indicated
which of the 10 individual health risk categories best described the
health risk they had in mind (see Table 1). Conducting our survey
in this way revealed categories of the primary health risks relevant
to the participants and created opportunities to compare participant responses based on those categories (Peters et al., 1997).
Participants then responded to a set of items regarding the
individual health risk they had in mind: (a) level of fatigue from
messages concerning the health risk, (b) level of risk tolerance for
the health risk, (c) level of psychological reactance to messages
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concerning the health risk, and (d) level of trust in information
concerning the health risk.
Measures
All items were measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) unless otherwise noted.
Message Fatigue. We used a 17-item scale from So et al. (2017)
to measure fatigue toward health risk messages. Sample items
included “I have lost track of the amount of times I have heard that
this risk is a serious problem” and “I have heard enough about how
important it is to stay healthy” (M = 3.71, SD = 1.02, Cronbach’s α
= .94).
Risk Tolerance. We used a 13-item scale to measure risk tolerance
(Jun & Jin, 2021; see Table 2). To measure CTRT, eight items were
used (M = 3.51, SD = 1.27, Cronbach’s α = .92) and five items were
used to measure IRRP (M = 2.79, SD = 1.22, Cronbach’s α = .93).
Sample items and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) loadings for
both factors are available in Table 2.
Psychological Reactance. We used a 14-item scale adapted from
Hong and Page (1989) to measure reactance. Sample items included
“I find contradicting others stimulating” and “When something
is prohibited, I usually think that’s exactly what I’m going to do”
(M = 3.95, SD = .96, Cronbach’s α = .89).
Trust in Public Health Information. We measured trust in public health information using a 4-item scale adapted from Vaske et
al. (2007). Sample items included “I trust the government health
department to provide the best available information on my health
issues” and “I trust the government health department to provide
truthful information about safety issues related to my health.”
Participants responded according to a 7-point Likert-type scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; M = 4.52, SD = 1.52,
Cronbach’s α = .97).
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TABLE 2

Items in Risk Tolerance Measure and CFA Factor Loadings
CFA Factor
Loadings

Items
Factor 1: Compulsive Tendency toward Risk-Taking (CTRT)
I did it anyways, even though I knew it was an unhealthy choice.

0.77

I know that what I chose is not a smart decision, and it is not healthy,
but I had to pursue it.

0.70

There is a risk in my choice, but I am willing to take that risk, even
though it is not really good for myself.

0.75

Even though I know the risk of doing what I do, I would still do it.

0.82

Even though I know what I do is bad, I cannot give up.

0.73

I know what I am doing is bad and harmful, but I do not take actions
to change.

0.76

I choose to indulge despite knowing this choice is bad for me.

0.83

When I receive the health message to pursue the recommended
behavior, I willingly take the risk and tell myself that “I will eventually
do that.”

0.89

Factor 2: Inertial Resistance to Risk Prevention (IRRP)
I ignore the risks that are described in the health messages.

0.83

I did not really care that much about the effects of risks I am taking.

0.81

If I read the recommended health message, I would feel
disinterested, because I know I will not modify my behavior.

0.87

If I read the recommended health message, I would feel insensitive,
because I know I will not modify my behavior.

0.87

I am going to choose this less healthy behavior regardless.

0.84

Results
To assess the main effects of message fatigue and risk tolerance
on psychological reactance and mediation effect of trust in public
health information, a series of mediation analyses were conducted.
We tested hypotheses using the Hayes (2013) PROCESS Macro
model 4 and 5000 bootstrap estimates to construct 95% biascorrected confidence interval effect (Preacher et al., 2007). In the
first mediation analysis, we entered message fatigue as the independent variable. In the second mediation analysis, risk tolerance
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served as the independent variable. Both analyses included trust
in public health information as mediator and psychological reactance as the dependent variable.
Hypothesis Testing
H1 predicted that individuals with greater levels of message fatigue
from a specific health risk would have greater psychological reactance to the same health risk topic. Message fatigue positively and
significantly influenced psychological reactance, b = .29, SE = .04,
t(504) = 7.28, p < .001, 95% CI [.21, .37], standardized β = .31,
suggesting that psychological reactance was significantly greater
when message fatigue was greater, supporting H1 (see Figure 1).
H2 predicted that individuals with greater levels of risk tolerance of a specific health risk would have greater psychological
reactance to the same health risk topic. Risk tolerance (CTRT)
positively and significantly influenced psychological reactance,
b = .20, SE = .03, t(504) = 6.32, p < .001, 95% CI [.14, .27], standardized β = .27. Similarly, risk tolerance (IRRP) positively and
significantly influenced psychological reactance, b = .20, SE = .03,
t(504) = 6.00, p < .001, 95% CI [.14, .27], standardized β = .26, suggesting that psychological reactance was significantly greater when
risk tolerance was greater, supporting H2a and H2b (see Figure 2).
H3 predicted that message fatigue would negatively relate to
trust in public health information about a specific health risk.
Message fatigue from a specific health risk was negatively associated with trust in public health information about the same health
risk topic, b = –.23, SE = .07, t(505) = –3.46, p < .001, 95% CI [–.35,
–.10], standardized β = –.15, supporting H3 (see Figure 1).
Findings were similar for H4, both types of risk tolerance
negatively related to trust in public health information, CTRT:
b = –.11, SE = .05, t(505) = –2.03, p < .05, 95% CI [–.21, –.00],
standardized β = –.09, IRRP: b = –.15, SE = .06, t(505) = –2.77,
p < .01, 95% CI [–.26, –.05], standardized β = –.12, supporting
H4a and H4b (see Figures 2 and 3).
H5 proposed mediational pathways between message fatigue
and psychological reactance through trust in public health information. An indirect effect of message fatigue on psychological
reactance emerged (indirect effect = .02, SE = .01, 95% CI [.00,
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.04]). When participants had greater message fatigue from a specific health risk, they had lower trust in public health information
on that topic, b = –.23, SE = .07, t(505) = –3.46, p < .001, 95%
CI [–.35, –.10], standardized β = –.15, which negatively related to
psychological reactance, b = –.07, SE = .03, t(504) = –2.45, p < .05,
95% CI [–.12, –.01], standardized β = –.10, supporting H5 (see
Figure 1).
For H6, two mediation analyses were conducted. An indirect
effect of risk tolerance (CTRT) on psychological reactance through
trust in public health information emerged (indirect effect = .01,
SE = .01, 95% CI [.00, .03]). When participants had greater risk
tolerance (CTRT) of a specific health risk, they had lower trust
in public health information about that topic, b = –.11, SE = .06,
t(505) = –2.03, p < .01, 95% CI [–.21, –.00], standardized β = –.09,
which was negatively associated with psychological reactance, b =
–.08, SE = .03, t(504) = –2.97, p < .01, 95% CI [–.13, –.03], standardized β = –.13, supporting H6a (see Figure 2). An indirect effect
of risk tolerance (IRRP) on psychological reactance through trust
in public health information emerged (indirect effect = .02, SE =
.01, 95% CI [.00, .03]). When participants had greater risk tolerance (IRRP) of a specific health risk, they had lower trust in public
health information about that topic, b = –.15, SE = .06, t(505) =
–2.77, p < .01, 95% CI [–.26, –.05], standardized β = –.12, which
was negatively associated with psychological reactance, b = –.08,
SE = .03, t(504) = –2.78, p < .01 95% CI [–.13, –.02], standardized
β = –.12, supporting H6b (see Figure 3).

FIGURE 1 Results of mediation analysis examining relative indirect effect
of message fatigue on psychological reactance through trust in public health
information.
Note: All coefficients are standardized. Numbers in the parentheses are standard errors. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001
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FIGURE 2 Results of mediation analysis examining relative indirect effect
of risk tolerance on psychological reactance through trust in public health
information.
Note: All coefficients are standardized. Numbers in the parentheses are standard errors. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001

FIGURE 3 Results of mediation analysis examining relative indirect effect
of risk tolerance on psychological reactance through trust in public health
information.
Note: All coefficients are standardized. Numbers in the parentheses are standard errors. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001

Discussion
Despite numerous findings about the importance of the unintended effects of health risk communication, the way psychological barriers exert their impact on communication outcomes
remains unclear. Scholars in health risk communication have
largely focused on the intended effects of communication, such
as increasing attention and risk perception (e.g., Dillard et al.,
2018) and encouraging subsequent relevant behavior (e.g., Lee et
al., 2020), but not on relevant unintended effects (e.g., message
fatigue and risk tolerance). The unique contribution of the current study is our examination of unintended effects in health risk
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communication as manifested through observed message fatigue
and self-reported risk tolerance, both of which are relatively new
and understudied concepts. In addition to providing practical
recommendations for how Italian practitioners might overcome
the psychological barriers of a health campaign to enhance the
effectiveness of health persuasion, the insights drawn from the
participants shed further light on unintended effects generated by
psychological mechanisms involving various predictors and draw
attention to individuals from other countries and regions who
read about health threats yet exhibit reluctance to take preventive
action.
Connecting Missing Dots in Risk Research: Message Fatigue,
Risk Tolerance, and Trust
The primary aim of our study was to shed light on the aversive
consequences of message fatigue and risk tolerance and how these
negative consequences influence psychological reactance. As
hypothesized, message fatigue and risk tolerance positively predicted psychological reactance. These findings are consistent with
previous findings about message fatigue and risk tolerance: an
aversive psychological state led to greater resistance to health risk
messages (So et al., 2017). Our findings indicate that the message
strategies health risk communicators use to increase risk perception can cause message fatigue and increase risk tolerance, generating other aversive responses such as psychological reactance.
This finding has clear implications for health risk communication
practitioners: they need to recognize the unintended effects of
health risk communication and consider what individuals might
find cogent and captivating, rather than communicating from the
perspective of a public health authority.
Furthermore, we explored the mediating role of trust in public
health information in the relationships between message fatigue
and psychological reactance and between risk tolerance and psychological reactance. Many researchers have examined the impact
of trust in information shared by the government (e.g., van der
Weerd et al., 2011). Some researchers have discovered why trust in
public health information helps encourage target behaviors (e.g.,
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Hou & Shim, 2010), and some have revealed how trust in information affects the evaluation of risk perception (e.g., Huurne &
Gutteling, 2008). However, the effects of psychological barriers on
trust level and how different levels of trust in public health information might lead to unintended effects (e.g., psychological reactance) are largely unknown. Our findings extend the literature on
message fatigue and risk tolerance by adding trust in public health
information and uncovering trust as a consistent and significant
mediator, offering additional practical implications. Level of trust
in information shared by public health authorities could impede
the effectiveness of health risk messages. Given that health risk
information primarily comes from public health agencies at local
and regional levels, negative responses (e.g., distrust or derogatory
views) to undesired message exposure can compromise important
channels of health communication.
Overcoming Psychological Reactance: Evidence-Based
Recommendations for Practitioners
Among the Italian participants in our study, tobacco use (23.1%)
was the most tolerated health risk topic, followed by obesity (17.0%)
and flu vaccination (11.2%). This finding implies that communicating similar messages regarding these health topics might not
be a useful tactic in the same context; Italians seem already to be
highly aware of risk information associated with these topics. To
overcome the exhibited psychological reactance, health communication practitioners in Italy and other countries might need to target risk tolerance by emphasizing risk severity and issue urgency
and incentivizing immediate action to mitigate individual risk
(Jun & Jin, 2021). Meanwhile, practitioners need to be mindful
not to overcommunicate about these risk issues using saturated
media outlets or communication channels in order to minimize
health message fatigue (So & Alam, 2019). In sum, to enhance
the effectiveness of health persuasion regarding individual health
topics that might cause message fatigue or be rendered ineffective
by individual tolerance or unwillingness to change, practitioners
need to design communication messages that are innovative, creative, and energizing, breaking down psychological barriers and
opening smooth pathways to action and risk mitigation.
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By examining how individuals tolerate and report message
fatigue for specific health risk topics that they identify as most concerning, we provide evidence that supports tailoring health risk
messages according to individual risk characteristics. Both scholars and practitioners in Italy and other countries should recognize
which specific health risk topics might induce different feelings of
message fatigue and risk tolerance among their populations and
further gauge which communication strategies and tactics might
most effectively mitigate the aversive communication effects exhibited among fatigued and risk-tolerant individuals. When planning
and implementing different public health campaigns, for different
health topics and target audiences, public health agencies should
map them out and strategize about sequence and message doses
over time. By doing so, they can reduce message overlapping and
channel redundancy, minimizing unintended effects.
Practitioners in Italy and around the world should capitalize on the power of trust as a state, belief, or positive expectation
(Rousseau et al., 1998). Our findings suggest that trust in public
health information is a strong predictor of psychological reactance and a mediator between both the effects of message fatigue
and risk tolerance on psychological reactance. In the context of
risk communication, trust is often studied as a type of cognitive
appraisal involving “an individual, rational assessment of behavior
and emphasizing calculation, rationality, economic exchange, and
risk” (Valentini, 2020, p. 86). This concept needs to further cultivation in the context of health risk messages and public health
campaigns to reduce unintended effects and fully actualize the
potential of trust to motivate positive evaluation and behavioral
outcomes (e.g., public confidence and actions to lower health risk;
see Valentini, 2020). This issue is more pressing than ever across
a wide spectrum of individual health risks (e.g., individual health
behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic), as public trust has
increasingly eroded due to perceptual discrepancies between publics and various organizations (Valentini, 2020). Public health
agencies need to strengthen people’s trust in public health information, which, according to our findings, holds the key to overcoming risk tolerance and message fatigue and leading to lessened
psychological reactance toward health recommendations.
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Limitations and Future Directions
The limitations of this study open pathways to future research.
First, the participants in this study were from Italy and might not
be representative of the general population of other countries.
Examining whether the relationships found in this study might
apply to other nations or contexts would be worthwhile. Second,
we used the Hong Psychological Reactance Scale (Hong & Page,
1989) to measure reactance. Although scholars largely agree on
the reliability and validity of this scale (e.g., Dillard & Shen, 2005),
scholars tend to operationalize psychological reactance as unfavorable cognition and emotion (e.g., Miller & Quick, 2010; Rains
& Turner, 2007; Shen, 2015). Dillard and Shen offered a valid and
useful tool for measuring psychological reactance, especially when
the goal is to capture nuances from thought-listing data. Third,
because our study focused on the phenomenon of psychological
reactance, the impact of which on behavioral outcomes we did not
measure, the observed effects of message fatigue, risk tolerance,
and trust in public health information on reactance do not directly
translate into positive or negative change in behavioral intention
or actual behavior. To examine the effects of these new concepts
(e.g., risk tolerance and risk message fatigue), scholars need to
include the full spectrum of reactance, not only psychological but
also motivational and behavioral outcome measures (i.e., behavioral intention as a measure of message acceptance or rejection).
Finally, other types of unintended effects of health risk communication need further examination. Different unintended effects,
with or without further intervention, might jointly influence individual attitude toward a risk issue and public health information
authorities, as well as motivation and actual behavior, which are
the ultimate measures of success of any public health risk campaign. Bearing in mind that the aim of health risk communication
is to change attitudes or behavior in a favorable way, various attitudinal variables could determine whether such unintended effects
lead to a failure of persuasive communication. Because our data
includes the prominent health risks our participants perceived, we
will be able to compare, in future studies, perceived risk barriers
based on the health risk categories they chose. Exploring these
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attitudinal and motivational variables could help practitioners
overcome psychological barriers during health risk communication and devise more effective messages and campaigns in Italy
and countries around the world.
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In 2018, the unexpected appearance at Jeju Island of 500 Yemeni
refugees using the visa-free entry system sparked national fear
and triggered intense debate about whether to accept refugees in
South Korea. Although South Korea is the first country in Asia to
adopt a refugee law (i.e., the Refugee Convention) and has a lot
of foreign workers in the labor market, the sudden arrival of the
Yemenis caused domestic concerns over Muslim refugees (Kwon,
2019). In this situation, a lot of inaccurate information about the
issue spread widely, polarizing the arguments of each group (S. N.
Park, 2018). Public opinion was extremely divided among those
who wanted to support the refugees and those who were against
allowing them to enter (Kwon, 2019). In addition, the Korean government and citizens were faced with misinformation that could
negatively influence national discourse and have an impact on refugee policy (Suzuki, 2018).
The rise of misinformation, defined as “false information that
is spread, regardless of whether there is intent to mislead” (Misinformation, n.d.), has become a critical social issue from the view
of government crisis management. From the viewpoint of public
affairs dealing with refugee policy and publics influenced by the
policy, the Yemeni refugee issue was an important government
agenda (Toth, 2006). It is especially critical for public officers to
understand publics and their communicative behaviors to address
a specific issue of public concern (Buchholz, 1988; Heath, 1997).
While previous research has investigated misinformation on
social media and its harmful effects on society (e.g., Allcott et al.,
2019; Bowyer & Kahne, 2019; Hameleers, 2020), little is known
about how situationally motivated publics engage in communicative behaviors to take, select, and forward misinformation in the
context of the refugee issue.
According to the situational theory of problem-solving
(STOPS), highly motivated publics (i.e., active publics) tend to
spread their perceptions and solutions to solve a given issue, influencing other publics (Kim & Grunig, 2011; Ni & Kim, 2009). It
will be interesting to explore how active publics about the refugee issue engage in communicative behaviors and their responses
when they are exposed to misinformation.
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This study aims to examine how individuals’ situational motivation in problem-solving affects their belief in misinformation
and leads to active communication behaviors of information seeking, information forefending, and information forwarding in the
context of misinformation. The context for this study is the 2018
Yemeni refugee issue in South Korea, which has been a very critical social issue associated with misinformation including rumors
in Korean society (Haas, 2018; S. N. Park, 2018). Few countries
have comprehensive strategies to address refugee issues, and furthermore, this event was the first time that the issue was publicly
dealt with in South Korea (Olatubosun, 2017). The findings of this
study will provide a foundation to better understand misinformation by identifying who is motivated to believe in misinformation
and further engage in forwarding information about an issue.

Literature Review
Misinformation and Active Publics in Government Crisis
Management
Governments in democratic societies play an important role in
managing national issues to protect publics. Unlike organizations
in the private sector that focus on reputation management to protect image and profits, governments attempt to serve the public
good (Broom & Sha, 2013; Liu & Horsley, 2007). Recently, government crisis management has focused on the challenges of misinformation in the digitally networked environment. That is, it
is critical for communicators in government to understand how
active publics (i.e., active citizens) respond to misinformation in
crisis management.
Although false information is not a new phenomenon, misinformation and fake news have become more prevalent since
the rise of social media (Ha et al., 2019). When it comes to one’s
motivation or purpose to develop and share information, misinformation and disinformation can be differently defined (Kim &
Gil de Zúñiga, 2021). While misinformation means generally false
information regardless of the sender’s intention to mislead receivers (e.g., audiences), disinformation refers to false messages intentionally created to misinform others (Ha et al., 2019; Kim & Gil
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de Zúñiga, 2021. Fake news or rumor are examples of disinformation because the messages are created to intentionally mislead or
misinform publics about a given issue. Based on previous studies’
arguments (e.g., Bode & Vraga, 2015), this study conceptualizes
misinformation as false information that includes both malicious
(i.e., fake news and disinformation) and unintentional messages.
Although some misinformation is simply innocent mistakes,
intentional and malicious messages (i.e., fake news or disinformation) can result in confusion about basic facts (Bessi & Ferrara,
2016; Pew Research Center, 2016). The confusion caused by misinformation can also mislead individuals’ personal and societal
decision-making (Sangalang et al., 2019). Further, recognizing
that social media outlets provide fertile grounds for the spread of
misinformation, scholars have begun to expand the topics of misinformation to social issues in the social media environment (e.g.,
Brummette et al., 2018; Castillo et al., 2011). For example, twothirds of U.S. adults use social media as their news sources (Pew
Research, 2018), and individuals in the social media environment
are more likely to be exposed to misinformation due to easy access
and fast dissemination (Shu et al., 2019). Misinformation is more
widely circulated on social networking sites such as Facebook than
the most popular mainstream news stories (Allcott & Gentzkow,
2017). When misinformation is publicized on social media such as
Twitter, it is more problematic because it can be disseminated very
rapidly without distinction, discussion, or correction of whether
it is true or false (Shin et al., 2018; Swire & Ecker, 2018). In South
Korea, the government declared war on misinformation including fake news because it can negatively impact democracy (Choe,
2018). As nearly 9 out of 10 (87%) Korean adults use social media,
misinformation is easily diffused (Yonhap News Agency, 2020).
According to a report by Gallup, South Korea government’s general trust is ranked as 22 out of 36 Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries (OECD, 2019).
Thus, government communicators in the digitally networked and
relatively lower level of government trust environment should
understand the communicative behaviors of publics that are situationally motivated regarding a given issue.
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Recently, concerns about misinformation have expanded to
various issues including global health matters such as COVID-19,
Ebola, and Zika virus (Hornik et al., 2021; Seymour et al., 2015;
Vraga & Bode, 2018), foreign policy (Lewandowsky et al., 2012),
the environment, and political topics (Valenzuela et al., 2019).
Scholars in multiple contexts have strived to understand misinformation in terms of its sources, reasons why people believe in
it, and the dissemination process (Kim & Gil de Zúñiga, 2021).
Political communication scholars have paid attention to the effects
of political misinformation and misperceptions on public opinion and voting decisions of publics since recent events like the
2016 presidential election in the United States (Kucharski, 2016;
Lewandowsky et al., 2017; Weeks & Gil de Zúñiga, 2019). Health
communication is another academic area in which misinformation is relevant. Regarding many health-related topics, lay-publics
are more likely to be susceptible to misinformation when they
don’t have enough knowledge (Ha et al., 2019). For example, individuals may be exposed to misinformation about public health crises (Seltzer et al., 2017), vaccination (Shelby & Ernst, 2013), and
abortion (Bryant & Levi, 2012).
The current prevalence of misinformation and its adverse
effects have been discussed related to changing internet and social
media environments (Bessi & Ferrara, 2016; Bode & Vraga, 2015;
Swire & Ecker, 2018). An increasing number of scholars posit
that the propagation of misinformation has been exacerbated in
the digital environment, where individuals can easily access, create, and disseminate information due to the lack of gatekeepers
(Fernandez & Alani, 2018; Shu et al., 2019; Vraga & Bode, 2018).
When misinformation is widely disseminated on social media and
online, it could undermine evidence-based information, mislead
audiences, and foster confusion and mistrust in communities
(Bessi & Ferrara, 2016; Tan et al., 2015).
In the public relations scholarship, public(s) are defined as
those who face a similar problem or issue (J. E. Grunig, 1997; J. E.
Grunig & Kim, 2017). An active public is a group of people who
can influence other publics related to an issue because an active
public is highly committed to solving the issue (J. E. Grunig &
Kim, 2017). Prior research has suggested that active publics are key
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publics because they disseminate information and create a sense
of community regarding a problem (Chon, 2019; J. E. Grunig &
Kim, 2017; L. Grunig et al., 2002; Heath, 2006). In addition, while
active publics in public-initiated public relations problems (e.g.,
organizational crisis situations) are key publics for organizations,
non-publics in organization-initiated public relations problems
(e.g., public health information campaigns) are key publics for
organizations (Kim & Ni, 2013). When active publics are engaged
in a certain problem, they are more likely to take, select, and transmit information to solve the problem (J. E. Grunig & Kim, 2017).
Internet-based technologies allow publics to be more exposed
to news and engaged in social issues, and publics who are committed to a certain social issue are more likely to amplify the issue
in the digitally networked environment (e.g., social media). Considering that active publics also have a great potential to amplify
social problems by diffusing misinformation to other users (J. E.
Grunig & Kim, 2017; Kim & Gil de Zúñiga, 2021; Krishna, 2017),
their behaviors based on erroneous assessments of misinformed
messages may cause serious threats to the community. To better
understand the role of active publics in the context of misinformation, it is crucial to examine how active publics respond to misinformed messages and what communicative actions they take in
response.
Conceptualizing Situational Motivation of Publics and Their
Active Communication Behaviors Based on STOPS
This study aims to understand how situationally motivated active
publics on the Yemeni refugee issue in South Korea are associated with misinformation and active communication behaviors.
In doing so, this study conceptualizes publics’ situational motivation related to active publics’ characteristics as well as three active
communication behaviors: information seeking, forefending, and
forwarding from STOPS (Kim & Grunig, 2011).
Theoretical Framework: STOPS
As a communication theory, STOPS has been widely used as
a framework to understand how and why individuals become
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motivated to solve their problematic situations via communicative
behaviors (Kim & Grunig, 2011). As an extension of the theory of
situational theory of publics (hereafter STP), STOPS proposes that
publics are problem solvers who purposively use communication
as a tool to solve their problems (Kim & Grunig, 2011). STOPS
has been developed as a generalized theory to understand publics’ communicative behaviors from the perspective of problemsolving. Figure 1 outlines the STOPS framework. As shown
in Figure 1, STOPS was extended from STP by adding referent
criterion as an independent variable, situational motivation in
problem-solving as a mediator, and additionally communication
behaviors of information selection (i.e., information forefending
and permitting) and information transmission (i.e., information
forwarding and sharing).
Figure 1 shows that publics tend to be situationally motivated
to solve a given problem through communicative behaviors when
they have a high perceptual discrepancy between a problem and
what they expected (i.e., problem recognition), a close perceptual
connection between the problem and themselves (i.e., involvement recognition), and low perceived obstacles to their ability
to do anything to solve the problem (i.e., constraint recognition)
(Kim et al., 2021). Referent criterion, a cognitive variable defined
as “any knowledge or subjective judgmental system that influences
the way one approaches problem solving” (Kim & Grunig, 2011,
p. 130), also increases publics’ communicative behaviors to solve
the problem. Situational motivation in problem-solving and referent criterion are positively associated with communicative action
in problem-solving (CAPS), which explains publics’ three communicative behaviors of information acquisition, information selection, and information transmission. CAPS has three domains of
information acquisition, information selection, and information
transmission with active (i.e., information seeking, information
forefending, and information forwarding) and reactive information behaviors (i.e., information attending, information permitting, and information sharing) (Kim & Grunig, 2011). STOPS
suggests that those who are highly motivated to solve a given problem with a high level of referent criterion are more likely to be
engaged in taking, selecting, and transmitting information to solve
a given problem.
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STOPS has been applied to social science research including
public segmentation, crisis communication, health communication, employee communication, and public diplomacy (Kim et al.,
2021). Recently, this theory has been used to predict communicative behaviors of citizens in the public sector. For example, Chon
(2019) applied STOPS to government crisis management to predict citizens’ advocatory and adversary communication behaviors toward government in the framework of STOPS. The social
media activism model was conceptualized to predict publics’ participation in contentious social issues such as immigration, police
use of force, and gun control in the United States (Chon & Park,
2020). In the context of a public health crisis (i.e., infectious disease), STOPS was used to explain how citizens are motivated to
follow the government’s instructions (Chon & Park, 2020). Adopting the concepts of situational motivation of problem-solving and
communicative behaviors in the framework of STOPS, this study
attempts to investigate how situationally motivated citizens about
the Yemeni refugee issue respond to misinformation.
Application of STOPS to the Yemeni Refugee Issue
Following the assumption of STOPS, this study suggests that citizens as problem solvers use communication purposively to solve
a given issue or problem. In this case, when Korean citizens are
motivated to solve the Yemeni refugee issue, they are more likely
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to take, select, and transform related information (See Figure 1).
Given the assumption and prediction of STOPS, this study adopts
situational motivation in problem-solving and three activecommunication behaviors (i.e., information seeking, information
forefending, and information forwarding) rather than testing the
whole model because this study aims to examine how situationally
motivated publics (i.e., active publics) engage in active-communication behaviors (i.e., active CAPS) and the underlying mechanism
of belief in misinformation when they are exposed to misinformation related to the Yemeni refugee issue.
This study adopted the concept of situational motivation
from STOPS to define active publics. Situational motivation in
problem-solving is defined as “a state of situation-speciﬁc cognitive
and epistemic readiness to make problem-solving efforts—that is,
to decrease the perceived discrepancy between the expected and
experiential states” (Kim & Grunig, 2011, p. 132). In the framework of STOPS, situational motivation in problem-solving is used
to connect perceptual-situational variables (i.e., problem recognition, involvement recognition, and constraint recognition), which
have been widely used to categorize four types of publics: active,
aware, latent, and nonpublic (J. E. Grunig, 1997).
According to the public segmentation method using three
variables, the active public, who perceive no immediately applicable solution to an issue (high problem recognition), a close
connection between the issue and themselves (high involvement
recognition), and few obstacles to their ability to do something
about the issue (low constraint recognition), is the most important group in organizational crisis situations because they are able
to influence other publics’ perception and decision-making (J. E.
Grunig & Kim, 2017; Kim, 2011). For example, when an organizational crisis occurs, public relations managers aim to target an
active public as a key public to cool down their negative perceptions via communication (Kim & Ni, 2013).
Situational motivation in problem-solving is highly related to
the activeness of publics on a given issue because the motivation
concept is a useful proxy variable to summarize joint effects from
problem recognition, involvement recognition, and constraint recognition (Kim & Grunig, 2011). Practically, it is possible to predict
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the activeness of publics on a given issue by using fewer measures
(one variable vs. three variables). More importantly, in the framework of STOPS, situational motivation in problem-solving is not
only used to connect perceptual-situational variables (i.e., problem recognition, involvement recognition, and constraint recognition) but also to predict individual’s communicative action in
problem-solving (CAPS). Those who have a high willingness to
solve the problematic situation related to the issue are motivated to
take, select, and transmit information (e.g., Kim & Krishna, 2014;
Ni & Kim, 2009).
Moreover, this study adopted three active communicative
behaviors from CAPS in STOPS: information seeking, information forefending, and information forwarding. When one is motivated to solve a problem, one seeks information as a first step in
problem-solving (J. E. Grunig, 1997). Information forefending
refers to “the extent to which a communicator fends off certain
information in advance by judging its value and relevance for a
given problem-solving task” (Kim & Grunig, 2011, p. 126). Information forwarding is planned and self-propelled informationgiving behavior (Kim & Grunig, 2011). It is distinguished from
information sharing, which is giving information when others
request it as opposed to sharing information without being asked.
Problem-solving processes can evolve from an internal search
of one’s memory related to a given problematic situation or an
external search to investigate a solution for the problem (i.e.,
inquiring stage; Kim & Ni, 2013). While a problem solver attempts
to explore a solution via information-seeking behavior in the
inquiring phase, their focus will shift from information seeking to
information forefending and forwarding in the effectuating phase
(Kim & Ni, 2013). When individuals are committed to problem
resolution, their communicative activeness to forward information is also increased.
Situational Motivation in Problem-Solving and Active
Communication Behaviors
STOPS explains that a successful problem solver becomes an
information consumer and an information supplier (Kim &
Grunig, 2011). A problem solver’s efforts are more isolated in the
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earlier effectuating stage, but later become collective (Kim & Ni,
2013). Active publics and activist publics can be differentiated by
whether their efforts to solve a problem are individual or collective (Chon & Park, 2020; Kim, 2011; Kim & Ni, 2013). In light
of previous studies that have demonstrated a positive relationship
between individuals’ situational motivation and their communicative behaviors (e.g., Chang & Kim, 2019; Chon & Park, 2020; K.
Park & Rim, 2020), the following hypothesis is proposed:
H1: Situational motivation in problem-solving is positively associated
with information seeking (H1a), information forefending (H1b), and
information forwarding (H1c).

Situational Motivation in Problem-Solving and Belief in
Misinformation
Although previous studies have demonstrated that individuals are
active in communication behaviors when they are situationally
motivated for problem-solving in various contexts such as genetically modified organisms (GMOs) or vaccines (e.g., Chang & Kim,
2019; Krishna, 2017; K. Park & Rim, 2020), there is little research
about how publics with a high level of situational motivation process information in the context of misinformation. The setting for
this study is a situation in which 500 Yemenis applied for refugee
status in South Korea in 2018. At that time, there was a national
debate over accepting refugees and misinformation about Yemenis
(Ghani, 2018). This study is interested in active publics’ communicative behaviors when they face misinformation regarding the
Yemeni refugee issue in South Korea.
As several studies have begun to pay attention to the phenomenon of misinformation spread on social media, scholars
have attempted to identify what types of people believe in misinformation including rumor or social media hoaxes (e.g., Lee et
al., 2020; K. Park & Rim, 2020). Recently, K. Park and Rim found
that people with a high level of issue involvement on GMO labeling are more likely to accept a social media hoax (i.e., a deceptive
message) about the issue when they lack knowledge. In STOPS,
the concept of high involvement, combined with high problem
recognition and low constraint recognition, has been recognized
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as a central component that leads to greater information gain
(J. E. Grunig, 1997; Hallahan, 2000; Kim & Grunig, 2011). Perceptual and situational variables increase situational motivation in
problem-solving (Kim & Grunig, 2011). However, there have not
been studies specifically on how individuals’ situational motivation affects their perceptions of misinformation. In this study,
we will suggest a misinformation message related to the Yemeni
refugee issue to examine how people who are situationally motivated on the issue (i.e., active publics) perceive misinformation as
a credible message. This study defines belief in misinformation as
the extent to which publics perceive misinformation to be credible
(e.g., trustworthy, accurate, and unbiased). The following research
question, thus, is proposed:
RQ1: How is situational motivation in problem-solving associated
with belief misinformation?

The Effect of Belief in Misinformation on Active CAPS
The propagation of misinformation on social media has been discussed due to its adverse effects on individuals’ perceptions and
its real-world implications. Once people encounter information
which is inaccurate, it is challenging to correct it in the fast-paced
cycle of the information environment; even immediate correction
or rebuttal of earlier statements has little effect on an individual’s perception or judgment (Lewandowsky et al., 2012). In fact,
attempts to correct information may reinforce individuals’ initially
formed misperceptions toward information rather than weaken
those misperceptions (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010; Thorson, 2016).
More importantly, individuals’ belief in misinformation can
adversely impact their decision-making, and the continuous influence of misinformation can have substantial effects across disparate areas such as health, politics, and the economy (Swire & Ecker,
2018). For example, when people perceive a misinformed message
to be accurate, they tend to share it with others (Chen, 2016). Similarly, several studies have indicated that individuals’ beliefs about
a rumor influence their rumor-sharing practices (Pezzo & Beckstead, 2006; Wang et al., 2018). That is, when they tend to believe a
rumor to be true or when a rumor is consistent with their beliefs,
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they are more likely to transmit or share it with others (Pezzo &
Beckstead, 2006; Wang et al., 2018). However, K. Park and Rim
(2020) demonstrated that individuals’ level of belief in hoaxes on
the GMO issue was negatively associated with their willingness to
engage in active communicative behaviors (e.g., information seeking, forefending, and forwarding) about the issue. Considering
that people with a high level of situational motivation are active
publics who can affect other publics’ understanding of issues and
are able to amplify social problems by spreading information to
others (Krishna, 2017), it is important to examine how situationally motivated people respond to a misinformed message.
Given that one’s communicative behaviors induced by erroneous judgment or assessment of information, such as selecting only
a specific source which is consistent with one’s belief (e.g., information forefending) or voluntarily spreading information to others
(e.g., information forwarding), can reinforce one’s misperception
and confuse others’ understanding of issues, it is crucial to examine how individuals process misinformation and associate it with
their active communicative behaviors. In light of previous studies
that have addressed a perceived quality of information including
credibility or accuracy as a vital factor of individuals’ behaviors
(e.g., Chen, 2016; K. Park & Rim, 2020; Wang et al., 2018), this
study expects that individuals’ belief in misinformation may play a
role as a predisposing factor to induce their willingness to engage
in communicative actions. Therefore, this study suggests the following research question:
RQ2: How is individuals’ belief in misinformation associated with
active communicative behaviors: information seeking (RQ2a), information forefending (RQ2b), and information forwarding (RQ2c)?

In addition, this study investigates how belief in misinformation on a given issue mediates the relationship between situational
motivation in problem-solving and active communication behaviors. The interest of this study is to examine situationally motivated people’s active communication behaviors when they see
misinformation on a given issue. According to STOPS, individuals are active in communicative action when they are situationally
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motivated to solve a given problem (H1). In particular, an active
public is more likely to be engaged in communicative action such
as information acquisition, information selection, and information
transmission to influence other publics (i.e., aware public, latent
public, and nonpublic; Grunig & Kim, 2017). Although perceptual variables (i.e., problem recognition, involvement recognition,
and constraint recognition) have been used to segment an active
public, it seems that there is a missing part between the activeness
of publics and their communicative action. A high level of belief
in misinformation, generated by active publics’ high motivation
to understand and solve an issue, may affect their active communicative behaviors such as information seeking, forefending, and
forwarding about the issue. Therefore, with the expectation of
a mediating role of belief in misinformation in the relationship
between situational motivation and communicative actions, the
following hypothesis is proposed:
H2: Belief in misinformation mediates the relationship between situational motivation in problem-solving and information seeking (H2a),
information forefending (H2b), and information forwarding (H2c).

Method
Sampling and Procedure
After this study was approved by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB), an online survey was conducted through a research company, Macromill Embrain (http://www.embrain.com), which has
approximately 1.2 million nationwide panel members in South
Korea. Questions were translated from English to Korean to collect
data from South Korean participants. To compare the wording of
items between two languages, two bilingual professors (i.e., Korean
Americans) conducted the translation process. Responding to the
IRB’s ethics committee’s request that the consent form and survey
questionnaire be written in Korean, a principal investigator submitted an attestation letter from an expert in strategic communication. The data for this study were collected from August 1, 2018,
to August 6, 2018. A total of 275 adults living in South Korea were
selected for the final sample, consisting of 50.5% females (n = 139)
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and 49.5% males (n = 136) with a mean age of 40 (SD = 11.01).
A large portion of the participants (n = 199, 72.4%) had at least a
bachelor’s degree, and 43.9% (n = 121) had approximately $50,000
annual household income.
When participants were connected to the online survey web
page, they read brief instructions and consent terms for the study
on the first page. Once participants indicated their agreement
to participate in the online survey, a screening question asked
whether the participants use social media (i.e., Facebook and
Twitter, etc.). After passing the screening question, participants
answered a series of questions about social media usage, political
ideology, and issue-related involvement. They were then guided
to read a misinformation message related to the Yemeni refugee
issue:
More than 500 Yemen have recently entered Jeju Island and applied
for refugee status. The number of refugee applicants in Korea has been
increasing dramatically every year, and the government subsidizes
1.38 million won per month for each refugee applicant.

In fact, this message is not correct because the amount of the government subsidy was incorrect (JTBC, 2018). After exposure to
the misinformation, participants responded to questions assessing their belief in misinformation and their intention to seek and
forward issue-related information to others. This misinformation
source was adapted from JTBC, a news channel, News’ fact-check
program in South Korea (JTBC, 2018). Before exiting the survey, participants were informed that the statement they had been
exposed to in the survey included misinformation.
Measurement
The questionnaire, which was originally developed in English,
was translated into Korean by two bilingual Korean researchers.
To ensure translation equivalence, the researchers used a backtranslation method (Douglas & Craig, 2007). Measurements of
STOPS have been applied in previous studies in Asian countries
including South Korea (e.g., Chen et al., 2017; Kim et al., 2012).
A 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (= strongly disagree) to
7 (= strongly agree) was used to measure all items. In addition,
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each item was revised for this study in the context of the Yemeni
refugee issue. Table 1 summarizes the mean, standard deviation,
and Cronbach’s alpha of each variable.
Situational motivation in problem-solving was measured with
three items which were adopted from Kim and Grunig (2011).
Sample items include “I would like to better understand the issue”
and “I am curious about this problem” (M = 4.69, SD = 1.46,
α = .87).
To measure individuals’ belief in the misinformation (i.e., credibility) presented in the survey (i.e., a stimulus), the study adopted
six items from previous literature (Appelman & Sundar, 2016; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). Sample items include “This information
is believable,” “This information is trustworthy,” and “This information is accurate” (M = 4.16, SD = 1.25, α = .91).
Active communicative behaviors were measured with three
subcategories: information seeking (M = 4.20, SD = 1.67, α = .80),
information forefending (M = 3.41, SD = 1.12, α = .66), and information forwarding (M = 2.55, SD = 1.23, α = .63). Each category was
measured with three items adopted from previous studies (Kim &
Grunig, 2011; Kim et al., 2010). Sample items include the following: “I search for information about this problem on the internet”
(information seeking), “I have a selection of trusted sources that I
check for updates on this problem” (information forefending), and
“I have posted my opinion of and experience with this problem on
the internet” (information forwarding).
Following previous studies (e.g., Chon & Park, 2020; Krishna,
2017; K. Park & Rim, 2020), the current study identified and controlled several variables which may affect individuals’ communicative behaviors on social media. Specifically, social media usage,
political ideology, and knowledge level were used as control variables in addition to demographic variables. For social media usage
(M = 29.12, SD = 50.17), respondents were asked how many minutes per week they spent on average on social media. For political
ideology (M = 2.85, SD = .69), respondents were asked to rate their
political orientation from 1 (= strongly liberal) to 5 (= strongly
conservative). For individuals’ knowledge level (M = 2.95, SD =
1.05), the study provided five statements about the Yemeni refugee issue, including correct and incorrect information, and asked
respondents to identify whether each statement is true or false.
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Respondents received a score of 1 for each item they answered correctly on the knowledge test and a score of 0 for incorrect answers.
The highest total score was 5 and the lowest was 0.
TABLE 1 Variable Means, Standard Deviations, Scale Reliabilities, and
Correlations.
M (SD)

a

2

3

4

5

1. Situational
motivation

4.69 (1.46)

0.87

0.250**

0.587**

0.506**

0.455**

2. Belief in
misinformation

4.16 (1.25)

0.91

0.196**

0.133*

0.228**

3. Information
seeking

4.20 (1.67)

0.80

0.517**

0.527**

4. Information
forefending

3.41 (1.12)

0.66

5. Information
forwarding

2.55 (1.23)

0.63

0.550**

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01

Analysis
In order to examine the direct and indirect effects of situational
motivation on publics’ active communicative behaviors, this study
tested the model in Figure 1 using a path analysis with PROCESS
Model 4 (Hayes, 2013), with 5000 bootstrap samples for percentile
confidence intervals. Results are shown in Table 2 and Table 3.

Results
Regarding H1, this study examined whether situational motivation in problem-solving toward an issue has a positive association
with active CAPS such as information seeking (H1a), information forefending (H1b), and information forwarding (H1c). The
analysis shows that situational motivation in problem-solving
was positively related to publics’ active communicative behaviors:
information seeking (b = .654, se = .060, p < .001), information
forefending (b = .394, se = .043, p < .001), and information forwarding (b = .368, se = .048, p < .001). Thus, H1a, H1b, and H1c
were supported.
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TABLE 2 Regression Results for Belief in Misinformation and
Communicative Behaviors
Belief in
Information
Misinformation Seeking b(se)

Information
Forefending

Information
Forwarding

Constant

2.469 (.551)***

1.085 (.689)

1.195 (.495)*** .242 (.558)

Situational
motivation

.129 (.049)**

.654 (.060)*** .394 (.043)*** .368 (.048)***

Belief in
–
misinformation

.034 (.074)

.018 (.053)

.157 (.060)**

Social media
usage

–.028 (.086)

–.041 (.103)

.060 (.074)

.067 (.084)

Knowledge

.451 (.067)***

.149 (.087)

.008 (.062)

–.079 (.070)

Political
ideology

.053 (.099)

–.084 (.119)

.060 (.086)

.070 (.097)

Age

–.130 (.064)*

–.021 (.078)

.032 (.056)

.021 (.063)

Gender

.257 (.140)

–.259 (.169)

–.194 (.122)

–.135 (.137)

Education

–.151 (.073)*

.021 (.088)

.074 (.064)

.063 (.072)

Income

.003 (.025)

.018 (.030)

.009 (.022)

-.018 (.025)

Total R (%)

22.4

36.5

27.3

23.5

2

Note. Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients.
* p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001

RQ1 asked how situational motivation in problem-solving is
associated with belief in misinformation (i.e., credibility about
misinformation). The results of the analysis in this study show that
situational motivation was positively related to belief in misinformation (b = .129, se = .049, p = .009). When individuals were more
motivated to solve an issue, they were more likely to believe in
misinformation about the issue.
RQ2 asked how individuals’ belief in misinformation about the
Yemeni refugee issue is related to their active CAPS. The results
show that belief in misinformation had a positive effect on publics’ information forwarding behaviors (b = .157, se = .060, p =
.009). However, no significant relationships were found in terms
of information seeking and forefending behaviors. That is, when
individuals were more likely to believe in misinformation on a
specific issue, they were more likely to actively engage in forwarding issue-related information to others rather than seeking or forefending issue-related information by themselves.
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TABLE 3 Results of Mediating Effect of Belief in Misinformation on
Communicative Behaviors
Effect

SE

LL
95% CI

UL
95% CI

Total effect
Situational motivation  Belief in
misinformation  Information seeking

0.654

0.060

0.536

0.771

Situational motivation  Belief
in misinformation  Information
forefending

0.398

0.004

0.314

0.481

Situational motivation  Belief
in misinformation  Information
forwarding

0.388

0.049

0.292

0.483

Situational motivation  Information
seeking

0.650

0.060

0.533

0.768

Situational motivation  Information
forefending

0.394

0.043

0.309

0.479

Situational motivation  Information
forwarding

0.368

0.048

0.272

0.463

Boot LL
95% CI

Boot UL
95% CI

Direct effect

Effect

Boot
SE

Indirect effect
Situational motivation  Belief in
misinformation  Information seeking

0.004

0.012

-.0150

0.034

Situational motivation  Belief
in misinformation  Information
forefending

0.002

0.008

-0.011

0.022

Situational motivation  Belief
in misinformation  Information
forwarding

0.020

0.012

0.004

0.053

Note. For control variables, social media usage, political ideology, knowledge level,
and demographic variables are used. The results of control variables are indicated in
Table 2.

Lastly, in regard to H2, this study expected that situational
motivation in problem-solving toward an issue would have indirect effects on communicative behaviors, mediated through belief
in misinformation. Situational motivation was found to have an
indirect effect only on information forwarding, mediated through
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belief in misinformation (b = .020, Boot SE = .012, 95% 5000 Bootstrap CI = [.004, .053]; see Table 3). In other words, one’s belief in
misinformation partially mediated the relationship between situational motivation and information forwarding. That is, publics’
willingness to understand and solve an issue increased their extent
to believe in misinformation about the issue, which ultimately led
to their information forwarding behavior. Therefore, H2c is supported; however, H2a and H2b are not supported.

Discussion
Using the 2018 Yemeni refugee issue in South Korea as a context, this study investigated how active publics who are situationally motivated in problem-solving engage in active CAPS such as
information seeking, information forefending, and information
forwarding in the theoretical framework of STOPS. In addition,
this study examined how situational motivation in problemsolving is associated with belief in misinformation and active
CAPS. Further, this study examined the mediating effect of the
belief in misinformation between situational motivation in
problem-solving and active CAPS. Particularly, this study found
that those who are motivated to understand and solve the Yemeni
refugee issue are more likely to seek, forefend, and forward information related to the issue. Next, active publics are more likely to
believe misinformation about the issue. Finally, this study found
that belief in misinformation partially mediates the relationship
between situational motivation in problem-solving and information forwarding on the Yemeni refugee issue. The findings from
this study have several theoretical and practical implications for
government crisis management as follows.
First, this study contributes to the extension of STOPS to
show how active publics are committed to engaging in activecommunication behaviors. In fact, scholars have applied STOPS
and its framework to many different research topics including
health communication (e.g., Kim & Lee, 2014; Krishna, 2017), risk
communication (e.g., Chon & Park, 2020), crisis communication
(e.g., Kim et al., 2016), government public relations (e.g., Chon,
2019), and social media activism (e.g., Chon & Park, 2020; K. Park
& Rim, 2020).
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Specifically, by applying the theoretical framework of STOPS
to the Yemeni refugee issue, this study expands the theoretical
impact of STOPS in government crisis management.
More importantly, this study contributes to understanding
how to effectively apply STOPS to understand the communicative behaviors of publics toward a social problem by adopting
the concepts of situational motivation in problem-solving and
active CAPS from the STOPS model. Although the full model of
STOPS has four independent variables, a mediator, and six dependent variables, this study simply showed how active publics in the
Yemeni refugee issue are actively engaged in information seeking,
information forefending, and information forwarding (i.e., active
CAPS). Thus, the model of this study can be used to concisely
predict active CAPS in a given problem. According to Kim and
Grunig (2011), situational motivation in problem-solving is a joint
effect that predict problem recognition, involvement recognition,
constraint recognition which is used to identify an active public.
Hence, situational motivation can be used to predict active publics.
Active communication behaviors among the six CAPS variables are also useful to predict publics’ active information behaviors related to a social issue. The findings of this study are consistent
with those of previous studies and offer a significant implication
to understand how citizens are active in communication behaviors
regarding the Yemeni refugee issue in South Korea. Individuals
who are highly motivated to address this issue tend to seek, forefend, and forward related information. In terms of misinformation
in the networked society, the findings of this study illustrate that
situational motivation is a critical factor to predict publics’ active
communication behaviors about the Yemeni refugee issue.
Another theoretical implication of this study is the application
of the STOPS framework to misinformation with specific attention to the role of belief in misinformation. Although individuals’
beliefs can affect their communication behaviors (e.g., K. Park &
Rim, 2020; Pezzo & Beckstead, 2006), few studies have attempted
to understand what factors make people believe in misinformation about an issue. In this study, we applied the STOPS framework
and revealed that individuals’ situational motivation in problemsolving is a crucial antecedent that makes them more likely to
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believe in misinformation. A particularly noteworthy finding is
that citizens who are highly motivated to solve the Yemeni refugee
issue tend to believe misinformation related to the issue regardless
of their knowledge level and ideological position. While knowledge
deficiency on a given issue has been used to predict active publics
who have negative attitudes toward the issue (e.g., Krishna, 2017),
this study suggests that active publics are more likely to believe
misinformation than other publics. In addition, regardless of their
knowledge deficiency, this study found that when people believe in
misinformation, they are more likely to forward it, whereas there
was no significant relationship between belief in misinformation
and information seeking and forefending.
From the perspective of government crisis management and
practical implications, this study explains how communication
practitioners in the public sector understand the role of belief in
misinformation. The results of this study suggest that belief in
misinformation partially mediates the relationship between situational motivation in problem-solving and information forwarding
in terms of the Yemeni refugee issue. In other words, situationally
motivated publics on a given issue are more likely to believe in
misinformation, which leads them to forward the misinformation.
This finding can explicate why active publics who are exposed to
misinformation can spread it via information forwarding behavior. Why do highly motivated people spread misinformation on a
certain issue by forwarding it? This study indicates that their dissemination of information results from their perception that misinformation is accurate and trustworthy.
This finding also helps researchers and communication practitioners in the public sector understand the importance of information forwarding in misinformation research. In the digital age,
this finding is very interesting because situationally motivated
people are more likely to forward information rather than seek or
select information to better understand a given problematic situation. According to STOPS, information forwarding is an active
and voluntary communicative action, and information forwarders are eager to “disseminate his or her problem perception and
preferred way of problem solving to other communicators” (Kim
& Grunig, 2011, p. 127). When given information is not correct,
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the spread of misinformation confuses receivers and hinders their
appropriate decision-making (Bessi & Ferrara, 2016), reinforcing
senders’ belief in the misinformation. It is even more problematic
that active publics who believe misinformation are more likely to
spread and amplify it via their digital networks (Lewandowsky et
al., 2012). Considering that the respondents of the current study
were all social media users, the findings provide a significant theoretical implication to better understand how active publics’ belief
in misinformation about an issue causes them to spread it on social
media.
When it comes to managing a contentious issue that has
ignited national discussion and generated misinformation, it is
important for communication practitioners in the public sector
to understand when and why publics actively seek, forefend, and
forward information about the issue. Using situational motivation
in problem-solving and belief in misinformation as variables, this
study predicts how active publics believe in misinformation and
engage in active communication behaviors. Especially in the field
of government crisis management, it is imperative for communication practitioners to understand how misinformation related to
social or political issues is amplified in the digital age. The findings of this study suggest that situationally motivated people are
more likely to seek, forefend, and forward information regardless
of whether it is true or just in general.
Furthermore, they are more likely to believe misinformation,
which leads them to disseminate it to others. Accordingly, practitioners must understand active publics and their communicative action. For example, although South Korea has become a
multicultural society, citizens still perceive racial or ethnic homogeneity. In the Korean culture context, Korea’s Confucian traditions which emphasize respect for seniority are hidden cultural
factors that influence people’s attitude and behaviors (Cho & Mor
Barak, 2008). South Korea is also known as a collectivistic society
which stresses the importance of group membership and identity
(Hofstede, 1980). Koreans’ experience with the Yemeni refugee
issue in 2018 caused serious social confusion and debate between
acceptance and opposition, leading to concern about Muslim refugees in Korea. In light of the widespread misinformation about

Misinformation and Government Crisis Management in South Korea

431

the Yemeni refugee situation in South Korea, it was significant to
provide objective information that would help citizens to make
rational decisions about social problems. Thus, government officials can prevent potential issues from becoming crises by providing objective information and communicating with active publics
who seem to be the most influential actors who affect others’ perceptions by spreading information related to the issue.
Limitations and Future Research
Despite its significant implications, there are several limitations
to this study that should be addressed in future research. First, it
is difficult to generalize the results of this study because it only
focused on a single issue in a single country to test the hypotheses.
Future researchers should examine the suggested hypotheses in the
context of other issues in different countries. Second, the sample
of this study was collected from an online panel in South Korea,
which limits the generalizability of the results because respondents
to an online survey are self-selected and do not represent the whole
population of South Korea. Third, participants were only exposed
to one misinformation message during the survey. In the same
way that addressing more than one issue in a study would make
the results more generalizable, providing more than one misinformation message to participants would strengthen this study’s
argument in terms of the relationship between situational motivation and belief in misinformation. Lastly, although this study
focused on individuals’ situational motivation as a critical factor
to predict their belief in misinformation and showed meaningful
results, controlling several key variables such as ideology and issue
knowledge, it would be very interesting if future researchers consider other factors (e.g., media source credibility, pre-existing attitudes, issue interest, and negative emotions) that motivate people
to believe in misinformation.
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ABSTRACT
Glyphosate is the world’s most used and controversially debated herbicide. Its approval
in the European Union (EU) is expiring in 2022. At the time of its last approval procedures in the EU in 2016/2017, there was a heated public debate in Germany about the
carcinogenic risk of glyphosate. In this context, the Munich Environmental Institute
published a study which concluded there were chemical residues of glyphosate in
the 14 most-popular German beers. In this article, I analyze the “Gift im Bier” (poison
in beer) case by examining central stakeholders’ reactions using a message-centered
approach for risk communication and reflect on culturally-rooted messages, including
the use of humor, within risk communication. Ultimately, I will argue for a contextsensitive and message-centered approach to risk communication analysis.
KEYWORDS: message convergence theory, culturally-rooted messages, humor,
glyphosate, Germany

Public risk perception is strongly influenced by the cultural context (Beck, 2016). Hence, within risk communication, culturallyrooted arguments, wording, and humor are strong instruments
for mitigating or reinforcing public risk perception. Even though
the dependency of culture and risk perception seem indisputable in risk communication research, “there is surprisingly little
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research that takes into account the broader cultural and historical
context of risk communication” (Meißner, 2019, p. 4). This article
seeks to deepen the understanding of the use of culturally-rooted
messages and, especially, culturally-shaped humor within public risk communication. While there is a relatively large body of
literature on humor and persuasion, there are only a few studies
on humor and risk communication. In order to understand more
about the dependency and dynamics of culturally-rooted messages and humor in risk communication, a case study about the
Glyphosate Beer Study in Germany will be conducted.
Following the current call for a broader analytical scope
regarding stakeholders of risk communication (Diers-Lawson &
Meißner, 2021, p. 169), this paper goes beyond an organizational
and “how-to” perspective. Instead, risk messages from different
types of stakeholders (yet about the same topic) will be examined. That way, a detailed understanding of the use and variants of
culturally-rooted messages and humor within risk communication should be evident. The analytical framework for this analysis
is based on literature about culture and humor in risk communication. The scope of this paper is to give a deeper understanding of
how the cultural background serves as a resource for mitigating or
reinforcing risk messages and how culturally-rooted messages and
humor interconnect within risk communication. Eventually, this
article seeks to identify, differentiate, and discuss different types of
humor and their cultural relatedness in risk communication.
Risk, Cultural Context, and Humor
As Ulrich Beck states in Risk Society, risks are subject to public
dispute and the classification of a specific risk is a matter of argumentation (Beck, 2016). Risks are not a stable, objective, and clearcut entity, but, rather, a subjective matter (Reamer, 2015; Renn,
2008). The perception and definition of a risk is, therefore, not
only dependent on its public debate, but on individual evaluations.
In other words, a
risk does not exist “out there,” independent of our minds and cultures,
waiting to be measured. Instead, human beings have invented the
concept risk to help them understand and cope with the dangers and
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uncertainties of life. Although these dangers are real, there is no such
thing as “real risk” or “objective risk.” (Slovic, 1999, p. 690, emphasis
in original)

Recognizing the controversial and dynamic construction and
definition of a risk, the importance of language in the process of
risk classification becomes evident: “Speakers’ verbal styles also
influence how messages are perceived” (Sellnow et al., 2009,
p. 41). Stylistic devices are of importance due to the fact that a
risk is referring to an entity that is likely to happen, but has not
yet occurred (Heath & O’Hair, 2009). Vagueness is communicated
with verbal expression. Thus, the question as to how perception
and evaluation of the risk is influenced by this verbally expressed
vagueness is significant on a personal and societal level.
Heath and O’Hair (2009) sketch two dominant perspectives
in the study of risks: the first refers to the “scientific methodologies and probabilistic predictions” (p. 14), whereas the second is
linked to social and cultural theories of risk (p. 15). This article
uses the second approach and analyzes cultural aspects within the
German debate surrounding the Glyphosate Beer Study. Therefore,
language use and messages are understood as central dimensions
in risk communication. Following this notion, the present paper
uses the message convergence theory (Anthony et al., 2013) to
analyze opposing yet converging messages in the previously mentioned debate. Sellnow et al. (2009, p. 10) understand “risk communication as a process of interacting arguments.” The concept
of interacting arguments recognizes that in most risk discourses,
there is, to a certain extent, convergence of arguments, as Sellnow
et al. argue. According to the message convergence theory, competing and even supposedly conflicting arguments show some
degree of agreement between the arguments involved. “Convergence is seen as a potentially persuasive condition arising from the
interaction of arguments” (Anthony et al., 2013, p. 350). Sellnow
et al. (2009, p. 5) acknowledge the importance of argumentation
in risk communication when they say “risk communication, by its
nature, involves multiple and often competing messages.” Herovic
et al. (2014) also argue from a rhetorical point of view and use
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Perelman’s and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s (1969) New Rhetoric approach.
This approach, as Herovic et al. argue, values the pluralism of
opinions.
Risk communication is, by its nature, characterized by uncertainty and a variety of opinions (Post & Maier, 2016). When an
individual is exposed to a new and controversial topic, information seeking becomes especially crucial. Following the uncertainty
reduction theory, as postulated by Berger and Calabrese, individuals seek information in the service of predicting, explaining,
and taking action (Berger, 2011). However, motivation to reduce
uncertainty is influenced by various factors such as non-awareness
of uncertainty or different levels of tolerance of uncertainty. Further, individuals may use stereotypes and similar classification systems for minimizing uncertainty, even though these stereotypes
might be inaccurate or damaging (Kramer, 1999). Two crucial
factors for reducing uncertainty are cultural similarity and trust.
Through cultural stories, culture creates meaning for its members
and ultimately reduces uncertainty (Kramer, 1999). Within risk
communication, cultural aspects become visible within the language used, the discourse, and communicated values (Aldoory,
2009). The cultural perspective reinforces a “communicative and
rhetoric rationale for risk dialogue” (Heath & O’ Hair, 2009, p. 22).
Culture is understood as “a resource that is exploited, mobilized,
engaged, and disputed” (Sorrels, 2010, p. 179).
Next to the use of language, humor is a strong and culturallyrooted tool for risk communicators. While there is a relatively
large body of literature on humor and persuasion, there are only a
few studies on humor and crisis or risk communication (Fraustino
& Ma, 2015, p. 227; Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011, p. 766). Nonetheless, some studies have explored the use and effects of humor in
risk and crisis communication in different media settings. These
studies draw an ambiguous picture regarding the effectiveness,
benefits, and pitfalls of humor in risk and crisis communication.
Further, most studies on humor and crisis or risk communication
analyze the use and effects of humor without providing a detailed
definition of the precise type of humor. One exception is the theoretical paper of humor in health and risk messaging by Meyer and
Venette (2017). The authors distinguish three theoretical traditions
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to explain humor, namely physiological relief, psychological superiority, and cognitive incongruity. In general, humor works due
to “violations of a pattern referred to as an expected moral order”
(Meyer & Venette, 2017, p. 5). Naturally, the violation as well as
the reference pattern have to be perceived by the receiver, and the
responses to such vary. In the context of risks, humor is a way to
deal with them in a more flexible, playful way than in a merely
inflexible, pessimistic way (Meyer & Venette, 2017, p. 6). Sarcasm,
as a specific type of humor, is associated with an attitude of sharp
criticism and constructions of superiority (Kreuz & Glucksberg,
1989, p. 374). The use of sarcasm is insofar daring, as the receiver
might feel put down for the sake of a joke and, eventually, oppose
the sarcastic message (Meyer & Venette, 2017, pp. 16–17). Whether
irony is to be recommended in crisis communication is the central
question in Vigsø’s (2013) study. Following Vigsø (2013, p. 128),
irony is understood as a figure of style that implies the contrary
of what is being said. Although “no textbook in crisis communication recommends the use of humor or irony” (Vigsø, 2013,
p. 131), irony could actually work as an instrument to restore the
image of an organization whose reputation is damaged. Vigsø analyzes the use of self-irony in crisis communication and finds that
the potential as an instrument to restore one’s image seems to be
especially high when employing self-irony. To sum up, different
types of humor have a broad spectrum of efficacy within crisis and
risk communication, ranging from daring messages to powerful
instruments.
Besides the type of humor, the media context influences the
effectiveness of humor in crisis and risk communication. Austin
et al. (2012, p. 198) found that in social media, humor appeal is
a reason for using media during crises. However, for some users,
the opposite is true. They avoid social media with humorous content during crises. In the context of health communication, humor
may reduce counterarguing, but, at the same time, it may trivialize the importance of the respective issue (Moyer-Gusé et al.,
2011, p. 772). In an experimental study about the use of social
media and humor in the context of a risk campaign, Fraustino and
Ma (2015, pp. 235–236) conclude that humorous risk-messaging
produced significantly lower risk-awareness behavior and caused
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significantly weaker intentions to seek additional information in
comparison to non-humorous risk messaging. Hence, humorous
messaging can catch public attention and put campaign messages
on the public agenda; yet it also might minimize perceived importance of the relevant risk among audiences (Fraustino & Ma, 2015,
p. 237). In the context of a statewide health emergency, Meadows
et al. (2019) analyzed the emotional tone in tweets. They found that
humor/sarcasm is much more frequent in messages on Twitter in
the initial stage of a crisis, while the expression of humor/sarcasm
decreases significantly during the course of the crisis (Meadows et
al., 2019, p. 464).
To sum up, humor can be used to mitigate high levels of fear,
capture attention, or enhance relationships, depending on the
type of humor and depending on the audience. Humor can also
serve as an instrument to build or restore the image of an organization or speaker (Vigsø, 2013). However, the use of humor in risk
communication is a balancing act, as humor often communicates
multiple meanings and can be understood in multiple ways: “It
can also spell a failure to communicate as shared values and social
expectations are not evident at the attempt humor” (Meyer & Venette, 2017, p. 15). Nevertheless, the cultural context can be used as
a resource for mobilization within risk communication. Risk communicators who are aware of this potential have greater chances of
conveying their messages into a certain discourse and influencing
other agents in that discourse (Sellnow et al., 2009). Against this
theoretical background, the proposed research questions are:
RQ1: In which communicative ways do risk communicators make use
of cultural resources?
RQ2: How are culturally-rooted risk messages and the use of humor
interconnected?
RQ3: Which different types of culturally-rooted humor can be found
in risk messages and what are their possible potential and pitfalls?

Analytical Framework: A Qualitative Case Study
As an attempt to reconcile some of the desiderata referred to earlier, and to answer the research questions, this article uses a case
study approach. A case study is an “in-depth study of a single unit,”
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where the scholar seeks to understand a larger class of similar
units (Gerring, 2004, p. 341). Typically, case studies are descriptive
and exploratory in orientation (Gerring, 2004, p. 346). Further,
“the closeness of the case study to real-life situations” and a rather
dense description of the concrete context are at the heart of case
studies (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 223). As mentioned earlier, there are
few studies that provide a detailed description of the dynamics
between culturally-rooted messages and humor in risk communication. To allow a deeper understanding of these dynamics, a
case study about the so-called Glyphosate Beer Study and related
risk messages from relevant stakeholders in Germany will be conducted.
The Glyphosate Beer Study
The Glyphosate Beer Study was published by the Munich
Environmental Institute. The Munich Environmental Institute
is a registered citizen-based organization (CBO), also known
as a non-governmental organization (NGO). Its objective is to
investigate and reduce environmental pollution. Its main financial resources come from more than 2,000 individual donors.
Additionally, specific projects are financed by the City of Munich.
The institute claims to be independent (Umweltinstitut München,
2021). In its Glyphosate Beer Study, the Munich Environmental
Institute detected chemical residues of glyphosate in the 14 mostsold beers in Germany (Guttenberger & Bär, 2016).
The Glyphosate Beer Study has been selected as the key message for this case study, because its topic and risk message are
clearly motivated by cultural factors and values. First of all, food
and culture are closely connected. Any risk connected to food is
likely to trigger high public concerns, because food is important
to all humans (Pechan, 2011). So, public interest and fear regarding food contamination seem high, because food affects everyone.
Slovic et al.’s (Kasperson et al., 1988; Slovic & Peters, 2006) work
on risk perception, probability, and magnitude explain why the
public response to a risk might be high, even though the probability of its event or the magnitude of its consequences is contested.
Risk understood as a feeling refers to intuitive reactions to danger,
which might lead to strong emotions or overreactions (Slovic &
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Peters, 2006). Kasperson et al. (1988, 178–179) argue that “risk
events interact with psychological, social, and cultural processes
in ways that can heighten or attenuate public perceptions of risk
and related risk behavior.” Due to the undeniable importance of
food for every human, any threat to its safety will likely lead to
people’s fears and emotional public reactions. Furthermore, environmental challenges and the need to provide food supplies for a
growing global population increase the vulnerability of food safety
and protection (Sellnow et al., 2009). In this context, pesticides are
a central issue where environmental aspects, human health, and
food supply are addressed at the same time (Hunka et al., 2013).
Beyond the general connection of food and culture, beer has
a particularly high value in the German context. Beer is one of
the most popular drinks in Germany. According to a survey by
Allensbach Media Market Analysis, in 2020 beer was the most
popular alcoholic beverage in Germany (Institut für Demoskopie
Allensbach, 2020). It seems obvious that Germans have a global
reputation for producing and drinking beer and, also, the German
Beer Purity Law is known beyond its borders, maybe even worldwide. This law was introduced in 1516 by Wilhelm IV, Duke of
Bavaria, at the meeting of the Bavarian Estates Conference (German: “Bayerischer Landständetag”). This regulation stipulates that
no ingredients other than barley, hops, and water shall be used
for brewing beer. Today, the law is still in effect, although it now
allows hops, malt, yeast, and water for making beer. Dating back
to 1516, the German Beer Purity Law is the oldest food law in
the world (Deutscher Brauer Bund e. V., 2021). The popularity of
beer, the strict regulations considering its quality and the history
of brewing, show the importance of beer, not only as a beverage,
but also as a part of cultural heritage in Germany. With this in
mind, any threat to the purity of beer might be considered a threat
to beer as a cultural heritage. Such a case was disclosed in 2016,
when the Munich Environmental Institute published the Glyphosate Beer Study.
The Glyphosate Beer Study is a case in point for a highly
culturally-rooted line of argumentation against the use of glyphosate. Therefore, the analysis of this study and related risk messages
by other stakeholders promise to provide fruitful insights for a
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deeper understanding of culturally-rooted messages and their
interactions in risk communication.
Stakeholders’ Responses
In addition to the original Glyphosate Beer Study, three responses
from three distinctly different types of stakeholders will be analyzed. These stakeholders have been selected for analysis because
they are central agents in the discourse related to the Glyphosate
Beer Study and, further, each one represents one societal field that
is involved in and shapes the critical discourse. According to these
criteria, messages from the following stakeholders will be analyzed: first, the German Federal Minister of Food and Agriculture
(at that time), Christian Schmidt (of the Christian Social Union,
the Bavarian sister party of the Christian Democratic Union);
second, the German branch of the NGO Greenpeace; and third,
SPIEGEL online journalist Nina Weber. These stakeholders were
central voices in the relevant discourse, because Christian Schmidt
was the minister responsible, Greenpeace is a well-known NGO
in the context of environmental issues, and Nina Weber is a frequent author for topics regarding science in the online version of
the leading German weekly newsmagazine, SPIEGEL. All three
stakeholders used the Glyphosate Beer Study to support their risk
communication about glyphosate.
Since this article seeks to provide a deeper understanding of
culturally-rooted arguments and different types of humor in risk
communication, the analysis focuses on these responses and analyzes them in a context-sensitive and detailed mode, rather than
collecting more responses and analyzing more data in a broader
manner. Ultimately, the detailed descriptions and analyses of the
given messages are to serve as paradigmatic examples for other
case studies. Thus, a bounded but detailed analysis, as suggested
by Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 241) seems appropriate. In terms of the message convergence theory, the analysis will examine how the Glyphosate Beer Study and the three stakeholders oppose each other,
how their messages and use of humor compete with the others,
and which points of convergence can be observed. In this way,
the persuasive potential as well as possible pitfalls of the different
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messages and the related humorous notes will be discussed. Before
the analysis is presented, a short overview of the context and the
heated discourse on glyphosate in Germany will be given.
The Context of the Case: The Discourse on Glyphosate
in Germany
In Germany, glyphosate is applied to 40% of agriculturallycultivated land (Spiegel, 2016). Globally, the use of glyphosate is
rising (Benbrook, 2016, p. 1). The use of glyphosate is approved in
the European Union until December 15, 2022. A key assessment
for the current approval of glyphosate in the EU was the evaluation conducted by the Committee of Risk Assessment (RAC) of
the European Chemicals Agency (ECHA). The committee concluded “that the available scientific evidence did not meet the
criteria to classify glyphosate as a carcinogen, as a mutagen or as
toxic for reproduction” (ECHA, 2017). Ultimately, this conclusion
led to the current approval of glyphosate in the EU (European
Commission, 2021). Yet, other organizations neither share this
assessment nor this conclusion. The International Agency for
Research on Cancer (IARC), which is a subsidiary of the World
Health Organization (WHO), classifies glyphosate as “probably
carcinogenic to humans” (IARC, 2017).
In 2016/2017 in the European Union, there was a time of
heated debates in parliaments, the media, and on the streets; all
were fueled by contradicting assessments of glyphosate by different agencies and organizations (Johnston, 2017). These voices in
the debate on glyphosate are paradigmatic for its controversiality. As Sellnow et al. (2009, p. 15) argue, “many bodies of knowledge” typically contribute to risk communication. Regarding the
given case of glyphosate, some parties assume a certain risk to
human health, but less recognize a carcinogenic risk. Hence, the
evaluation of glyphosate as a health risk is convergent to a certain
degree, but not entirely, because the different parties assume different severities regarding health risks. However, classifying glyphosate as carcinogenic is the most controversial evaluation and,
at the same time, relevant for the questionable re-approval of glyphosate in the European Union. In such a heated context, a study
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like the Glyphosate Beer Study activates public interest. Residues
of pesticides in beer is a particularly explosive issue in Germany,
especially when considering beer as part of cultural heritage in the
German context.

Analysis
The Glyphosate Beer Study—A Culturally-Motivated
Argument
In February 2016, the Munich Environmental Institute published
its Glyphosate Beer Study. In this study, the NGO concluded that
all beers tested showed residues above the maximum permitted
concentration for glyphosate in drinking water. (Since there is no
limit value for residues of glyphosate in beer, the institute used the
limit value for drinking water.) The highest level was 29.74 micrograms per liter (μg/l), which is more than 300 times above the limit
value for drinking water (0,1 μg/l). The lowest level was approximately five times above the limit level for glyphosate in drinking
water. The institute’s critical perspective on these findings is evident, because it classifies these findings as “alarming; terrifying”
(German: “erschreckend”; Guttenberger & Bär, 2016, p. 2). The
findings were published in a five-page report, which is freely available on the institute’s web page. The institute framed its study with
an emphasis on cultural aspects: Culturally-rooted symbols and
arguments are made explicit on the title page of the report when it
refers to the German Beer Purity Law and to a common German
saying which means “there’s no hope; something is a dead loss”
(German: “Da ist Hopfen und Malz verloren”).
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FIGURE 1 Title Page of the Report of the
Munich Environmental Institute
(Guttenberger & Bär, 2016)

The title is placed in a bottle cap and reads, “Brewed In Accordance with the German Purity Law” (German: “Gebraut nach dem
deutschen Reinheitsgebot.”). The title can be interpreted as sarcastic humor, because it refers to the fact that even though all tested
beers are brewed according to the purity law, they show residues
of glyphosate. This seems like a contradiction, and within the context of the institute’s criticism about residues of glyphosate in beer,
the tone becomes sarcastic. The second line adds a German idiom,
“Hopfen und Malz verloren?”; which poses the question, “Is there
hope left?” This question is significant, because it ridicules the
tested beers, and is simultaneously linked to a common German
metaphorical saying which literally and lexically refers to hops and
malt. The original German idiom is phrased as a statement and
is used to characterize a person or a situation as a lost or hopeless case (German: “Da sind Hopfen und Malz verloren”; literal
translation: “hops and malt are lost on it.” This means it is a waste
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of hops and malt for an inferior result). This metaphorical idiom
was employed in the second line of the Glyphosate Beer Study title
page asking “Is there hope left?” The institute’s rephrasing of the
idiom into a question lessens the negative force and leaves room
for hope. Nonetheless, the criticism is evident. Eventually, the last
line clarifies the content and message of the report: “Glyphosate
residues in German beer” (German: “Glyphosat-Rückstände im
deutschen Bier”).
As an interim conclusion, the title page of the Glyphosate Beer
Study works with and communicates different cultural clues and
values. Not only does the choice of analyzing specifically beer for
possible residues of glyphosate seem driven by the popularity and
importance of beer in Germany, but also the verbal style and the
sarcastic tone of the title page are built upon cultural aspects.
Stakeholders’ Responses
After its publication, the study was used as a source in public
debate to underpin as well as to relativize the risk of glyphosate. As
proposed earlier, messages from three central stakeholders from
three different societal spheres will be analyzed in detail and serve
as illustrative cases of culturally-rooted risk communication. First,
the German Federal Minister of Food and Agriculture’s response
to the Glyphosate Beer Study will be analyzed; second, Greenpeace’s
response; and third, the SPIEGEL journalist’s response will be
examined.
The German Federal Minister of Food and Agriculture,
Christian Schmidt’s Response: Culturally-Rooted Self-Irony
The German Federal Minister of Food and Agriculture, Christian
Schmidt (from the Christian Social Union, the Bavarian sister
party of the Christian Democratic Union), framed the figures presented by the Munich Environmental Institute as an unrealistic
risk to human health: “As far as I know, you would have to drink
about 1000 liters of beer per day in order to reach a level that puts
your health at risk. Even Bavarians can’t manage that” (German
original: “Nach dem was mir bisher vorliegt müssten Sie, um in
den gesundheitlich bedenklichen Bereich zu kommen, ungefähr
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tausend Liter Bier pro Tag trinken. Selbst die Bayern schaffen das
nicht,” Münchener Abendzeitung, 2016). The last sentence is significant for a culturally-sensitive analysis, because the minister himself is a representative of the Bavarian state. Moreover, he refers
to the stereotype that, amongst Germans, Bavaria is especially
famous for being the homeland of many popular beers and breweries; note that the German Beer Purity Law was first introduced
in Bavaria.
The minister neither follows the argumentation of the Munich
Environmental Institute, nor does he deny it completely. Rather,
he opens a new perspective. He questions the amount of beer a
person would need to drink in order to be subject to a health risk
deriving from glyphosate in beer. In doing so, he recognizes there
is a risk deriving from glyphosate residues in beer. However, at the
same time, he puts that risk into perspective and ultimately frames
the risk as actually quite unlikely. Furthermore, the minister has a
humorous tone in his statement. The statement, “Even Bavarians
can’t manage that,” adds a humorous note to the debate. Following Meyer and Venette (2017), humor in risk communication can
be used to mitigate high levels of fear. Schmidt’s statement can be
interpreted as a shrewd use of humor, because he is making fun of
Bavarians, including himself. Knowing that Christian Schmidt is
a Bavarian, this phrase can be interpreted as self-irony. As argued
earlier, self-irony and a personal note might be effective instruments for image work within risk communication. In combination
with the broader perspective Schmidt provides, this humorous
tone reduces the graveness and, thus, the risk evaluation of the
Glyphosate Beer Study. However, other voices within the debate do
agree with the critical perspective of the Munich Environmental
Institute. Such a voice is the NGO Greenpeace, which is also an
opponent of glyphosate.
Greenpeace’s Response: Culturally-Rooted Puns and Sarcasm
In several articles, statements, and so forth, Greenpeace cites the
Glyphosate Beer Study and uses it as an argument against glyphosate. Next to verbal argumentation, Greenpeace uses visual elements in its risk communication on glyphosate. With reference to
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the beer study, Greenpeace uses the following figure (Storchenbier,
2016):

FIGURE 2 Greenpeace Visual on the Glyphosate
Beer Study (Retrieved from Storchenbier, 2016)

The headline of this figure reads, “Friesisch herbizid,” which
means “Frisian herbicide.” Frisia is a region in northwestern Germany and home to a popular German beer brand, Jever. Moreover, this headline refers to the slogan of Jever, which originally
reads “Friesisch herb,” meaning “Frisian tart” (Radeberger, 2021).
Greenpeace makes use of the lexical and phonetic similarity of the
German “tart” (German: “herb”) and “herbicide” (German: “herbizid”). In this context, it is important to consider that Jever, according to the Glyphosate Beer Study, was the beer with the second
highest level of glyphosate residues (Guttenberger & Bär, 2016,
p. 5). The icon in Figure 2 shows a six-pack of beer, which is labeled
“Roundup”; similar to the product from Bayer (formerly Monsanto); and “Glypho-Bräu” (English: “Glypho-Brew”), the latter
being a neologism, which refers to a range of German beers that
are called “Brew.” Eventually, the recipient can read “ . . . well then,
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cheers!” on the iconic six-pack (German: “ . . . na dann Prost!”).
This figure is to be understood along with Greenpeace’s opposition
to the use of glyphosate. The figure works in this context as an eyecatcher and a more nonchalant device in the line of argument of
Greenpeace, because it has a critical and a sarcastic tone; as shown
by the references to popular beers, puns, and the ironic-sarcastic
use of saying “cheers.” Such an iconic figure has persuasive potential. Pictures are more-easily perceived than verbal information
and, when combined with text, they reinforce the arguments in a
multimodal setting when text and visual elements are communicated coherently (Kress & van Leuwen, 2001).
Generally, this figure captures one’s attention and might trigger
emotions, such as fear regarding chemicals in beer. Considering
the sarcastic tone, this figure seems more likely to be embraced by
other opponents of glyphosate, whereas recipients with no clear
attitude toward glyphosate might be irritated or even repelled by
such an aggressive style. As Austin et al. (2012) argue, humor has
an ambiguous appeal to the public within risk communication.
Sarcasm appeal seems even more ambiguous, thus, a daring tool in
the context of risk communication. Not surprisingly, the message
mediated by Greenpeace affirms the original risk message framed
by the Munich Environmental Institute. In both lines of argumentation, the herbicidal residues provide the basis for criticism and
there is no relativization regarding this criticism. Further, both
nongovernmental organizations use a sarcastic type of humor to
frame their criticism and risk message.
The SPIEGEL ONLINE Journalist, Nina Weber’s Response:
Culturally-Rooted Proverbs and a Subtle Style of Humor
Journalist Nina Weber discusses the Glyphosate Beer Study on
SPIEGEL online (Weber, 2016). Her commentary, titled “Sip!”
(deck line: “glyphosate in beer”), reasons that, in the end, alcohol
is always a health risk—with or without residues of glyphosate.
She refers explicitly to the cultural acceptance of beer. That said,
she argues that despite its risk to health, alcohol is widely consumed. She suggests that one reason for this might be its cultural
value. She goes on to argue that there are no restrictions for adults

457

Gift im Bier

when it comes to the consumption of alcohol in Germany, but only
recommendations on maximum consumption. Although she does
not completely follow the reasoning of the Munich Environmental
Institute, her argument does overlap with it. She doesn’t deny a
health risk attributed to glyphosate, but she puts the beer study
into a broader perspective, while discussing the general health
risks of alcohol. This reasoning relativizes the risk of glyphosate.
In this regard, her message shows a significant convergence with
Minister Schmidt’s reasoning. Both relativize the risk of glyphosate, which can be interpreted as a way of moderating the audience’s risk perceptions.
As with the minister’s statement and the icon used by Greenpeace, Weber’s argumentation has traces of humor. Her humorous
tone becomes eventually evident at the end of her commentary.
As Weber closes her article, she assumes the reader does not care
about the general health risks of alcohol, and, in the very last line
of her article, she asks a rhetorical question regarding the general
health risks of alcohol: “What? You don’t give a hang?” (German:
“Was, das ist Ihnen Wurst?”). She frames her question using a common German proverb, which should be understood in a humorous
way by German speakers (literal translation: “What, you don’t give
a sausage?”). Unlike the icon used by Greenpeace, her humor is
less sarcastic, and subtler. Hence, her message is not as divisive as
Greenpeace’s message. Her message, thus, might attract a broader
audience, and, again, might soothe the audience’s reactions and
emotions. Moreover, by addressing the readers with this question,
she might strengthen the readers’ motivation to learn more about
the risks of alcohol and glyphosate at the same time. By activating
the readers’ thinking with a question, she might motivate them to
reduce uncertainty regarding these topics.

Results
Research Question 1: In which communicative ways do risk communicators make use of cultural resources?
The Glyphosate Beer Study as well as the three stakeholders
refer to cultural aspects within their lines of argumentation and
use these to support their overall messages. The three stakeholders
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exploit the original Glyphosate Beer Study and incorporate it into
their arguments. Saying that, all stakeholders use the popularity of
beer in the given German context as the basis for their messages
and develop their lines of argumentation based on images and
values of this cultural popularity. The cultural touch is, however,
not only evident regarding the topic of beer. Cultural aspects are
incorporated in verbal allusions and hints; coded in puns, common sayings, stereotypes and, most of all, the use of humorous
notes. Hence, cultural knowledge and values can be interpreted as
the main resource for risk messages in this case study.
Research Question 2: How are culturally-rooted risk messages
and the use of humor interconnected?
Likewise, the Glyphosate Beer Study and the stakeholders use
humor within their culturally-rooted messages. The original Glyphosate Beer Study uses a sarcastic type of humor to emphasize
its criticism regarding glyphosate residues in beer. This sarcasm
is built on a twist of a common German proverb. Thus, the sarcasm can only be understood with certain cultural knowledge. The
German Federal Minister of Food and Agriculture puts the study
into perspective and qualifies its findings with a humorous tone.
By referring to Bavaria in a self-ironical way, he emphasizes the
cultural frame in his argumentation. Greenpeace’s communication, on the other hand, shows a high level of agreement with the
Munich Environmental Institute. Greenpeace uses an iconic figure
which supports a critical message in a more sarcastic way. This
icon refers to different aspects embedded within the sociocultural
context. These elements combined might attract the audience’s
attention and reinforce its risk perception regarding glyphosate. It
seems likely that other opponents of glyphosate would be particularly attracted by this icon. Assuming this, this icon seems to have
a particularly strong potential for mobilizing other critical voices.
Eventually, the journalist of SPIEGEL online uses culturally-rooted
proverbs and a subtle style of humor. In her commentary, the
journalist was rather balanced when it came to glyphosate. In that
regard, her message shows high convergence with the minister’s
reasoning, as both relativize the risk of glyphosate.
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Research Question 3: Which different types of culturally-rooted
humor can be found in risk messages and what are their possible
potential and pitfalls?
All three stakeholders’ responses show some degree of stylistic
convergence, as they all have a humorous tone. Yet, the stakeholders use different types of humor. The Munich Environmental Institute and Greenpeace use sarcasm to emphasize their risk messages.
Thus, both nongovernmental organizations use a rather fierce and
provocative type of humor. It’s very likely that this type of humor
will lead to rather mixed reactions in the audience. Opponents of
the topic in question will be more likely to be attracted by these
sarcastic messages than non-partisan individuals. The minister,
Christian Schmidt, uses self-irony, and the journalist, Nina Weber,
exploits an understated style of humor. Self-irony and a restrained
style of humor presumably have a higher potential of resonating
within a broader audience, as these messages leave more room for
a balanced risk interpretation of the relevant issue.
Eventually, all different kinds of humor—sarcasm, self-irony,
and an understated style of humor—leave room for different
interpretations and reactions. Thus, all three messages make use
of equivocation within their humor. Regarding the audience, this
potential equivocation could lead to a wide range of message convergence, dependent on the individual reading of the humorous
features. Therefore, message convergence can be simultaneously
enhanced and weakened by the use of ambiguous wording, especially with the use of humorous tones. Communicators should be
aware of this potential and ponder which different types of audiences they seek to address and potentially affect in terms of risk
perception.
Limitations
The objective of this qualitative case study is to detect the cultural
embedding and dynamics of message convergence in the public
discourse on glyphosate in Germany. As inherent in case studies,
the results are limited to the specific data and case, so generalizations cannot be generated. This choice of data was driven by
theoretical sampling. Furthermore, the discussed impact of the
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relevant study and that of the other voices presented in this paper
are unknown, since neither a media-resonance analysis nor an
audience poll has been carried out.
Conclusion
The essay underpins both the importance of context-sensitive
risk communication and analysis with an emphasis on culturallyrooted messages and humor in risk communication. The culturallybased choice of key topics and arguments, words, and humor were
key elements in the messages analyzed in this paper. Both the concrete wording and humor are strong instruments for mitigating or
reinforcing risk perception. The cultural context is a rich resource
for persuasive risk messages and humorous tones in risk communication. At the same time, culturally-shaped humor can be
a daring tool in risk communication. Its persuasiveness depends
on different factors; of which the concrete type of humor and its
appropriate use in a concrete context are two.
The types of humor in this case study range from sarcasm
to self-irony to a subtler type of humor. These different types of
humor leave room for equivocation, which moderates the perception of message convergence and, ultimately, risk perceptions.
Equivocation has yet to be fully studied within the message convergence theory. Further research should analyze the potential and
dynamics of equivocation and how audience members perceive
it within risk communication. Communicators within risk discourses need to be aware of the potential and pitfalls of humor in
risk communication. They must weigh the possibilities of differing
message-convergence perceptions, depending on the audiences
and their reading and interpretations of these messages. While
humor is not yet an established tool in risk communication (see
Vigsø, 2013), risk communicators cannot ignore humor as a possible strategy in their risk communication toolbox. However, as
emphasized before, its use has to be carefully weighed, with attention to the relevant cultural context.
Eventually, the cultural background as a resource mobilizes
and engages humans, in addition to organizations, to participate
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in risk communication. In order to reach discursive potential, it is
important that different parties and multiple messages are present within risk communication. Ultimately, risks are constructed
within public debate and are culturally embedded. Neglecting the
cultural context within risk communication leads to blind spots in
understanding how risk communication works and how it might
be improved.
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